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The conference began with a welcome from head of History at Sussex, Jim Livesey who 

emphasised the importance of interdisciplinary groups such as CWEH to the continuing 

pursuit of Asa Briggs’ original vision for the University, the creation of new paradigms of 

knowledge to tackle the world's most pressing problems.  

 

Following Jim Livesey, the CWEH director Vinita Damodaran set out her vision for the 

conference: 

  

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to this first network meeting on the botanical 

and meteorological history of the Indian Ocean world, I'd like at the very start to thank 

George Adamson and Anna Winterbottom who, from the beginning, have been very 

important for the vision of the project. 

 

The Network aims to address some of the most serious challenges to the future of 

humanity; global warming, extreme climate events, deforestation, desertification, famine 

and inequity through a interdisciplinary approach to historical records that document 

alterations in climate and responses to them in the past. The network builds on previous 

collaborations that CWEH has with Jawaharlal Nehru University, Kew Gardens, the 

British Library and The Met Office. These institutional and academic collaborations have 

allowed us to put together this meeting funded by the AHRC, which is seeking to 



Sources also include Jesuit records – which remain dispersed – along with imperial 

archives of the English, French, Dutch and Swedish Companies. Indigenous sources 

describing climate change are equally varied, including local gazetteers from the 15
th

 

onward; these contain records of crops, domestic and wild animals, as well as reports of 

unusual events such as epidemics and volcanoes. There are also literary and artistic 









Questions for Prof. Lester from Prof. Kumar highlighted the transience and dynamic 

nature of any conception of the imperial core, the importance of appreciating the socially 

constructed nature of scale within imperial systems and how imperial power must be 

understood to reside in geographically mobile nodes within the imperial network rather 

than to radiate from that core. James Fairhead introduced the idea of combative networks 

such as those developed by Indian Ocean pirates, disease and animal movement and the 

ways in which networks can be subverted and even used against imperial interests as in 

the case of anti-slavery protests and cross Atlantic routes.  

 

 

Dr Singh began by giving a detailed history of the Calcutta Botanic gardens and of the 

Botanic Survey of India. Continuing, he outlining the range of materials available in 

India, relevant to the project, which include, in addition to the archives of some of S.E. 

Asia's oldest botanic gardens, significant collections and data on distribution of a huge 

range of fauna from various periods up to the present, offering opportunities for plotting 

environmental change. He went on to discuss the original economic and medical drives 

for collection and exchange of plants and of the importance of understanding the nature 

of plant collection and description which was in the first instance done primarily by 

indigenous artists and experts in the employ of European botanists. On the subject of 

sources it is noted that many pre-independence works by Indian experts are extant only in 

European herbaria, notably Kew and Edinburgh. The significance of the Calcutta Botanic 

Garden – 



Penny Brooke discussed the British Library's collections relevant to the Indian Ocean 

region which to a great extent stem from the formation of the East India Company 

Library, taken over by the India Office in 1857 and ending with independence in 1947. 

The collection is extremely rich in both European and indigenous languages, totalling 

some 9 miles of records including 3,500 collections of private papers. The British Library 

has an agreement with the AHRC to work on joint initiatives with Indian institutions, 

over a million catalogue records have been placed online allowing people to plan visits in 

advance, in the region of 30,000 images are now available online, plans to digitise further 

materials to allow for remote access are in place. Further projects are under way working 

to reunite separated sections of manuscripts and archives often split between various 

locations in the UK and India, it is seen as being of great importance to determine the 

contents of the vast Indian archives. Databases of India Office and other archive 

docume



history collections, books and manuscripts, art works and cultural artefacts. These have 

become dispersed according to type amongst the British Library, the British Museum and 

the Natural History Museum, the aim of the project is to digitally rebuild the Sloane 

collection so as to facilitate study of the collection as a cohesive whole. Some efforts are 

being made within the Natural History Museum to bring Sloane's collection together 

within that institution.       

 

Jenny Wong, also of the NHM spoke about issues surrounding the display and exhibition 

of material, in particular relating to the Images of Nature gallery at the NHM which 

considers the different wa



institutions were founded for the study of natural history in Portugal; the University of 

Coimbra and the Royal Botanic Garden near Lisbon, both of which attracted numerous 

European botanists dur





many of which are born of the necessity of keeping the herbarium pest free. The 

herbarium contains some 7-8m specimens including various private collections such as 

those of William Hooker and George Bentham. Kew's herbarium is known for its broad 

taxonomic and geographic scope, it is thought to contain examples of 98% of genera. 

Digitisation is, in the first instance, a process of photographing samples, some 580k 

specimens, equating to an estimated 8% of the collection, are currently digitised and are 

available through herbarium's online catalogue. The digital herbarium also operates as 

part of the much wider Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF). The GBIF data 

portal gives access to some 321m specimens and is recommended as the best point of 

access for digitised Kew collections. The Global Plants Initiative, which began as the 

African Plants Initiative is currently the main digitisation project at Kew, which involves 

around 250 contributing institutions whose material is accessible through JSTOR Plant 

Science, full resolution photographs of samples are available through this site only. 

Director's correspondence from the mid C19th have also recently become available, 

further, it is noted that most of Kew's digital media is also available through the European 

library, a project here is under way to allow specimens t





In terms of methodologies a focus on 'dominant themes', particularly maritime trade in 

this case is seen as productive and well suited to such international study. Transplantation 

of crops, most notably of Malabar Pepper into S.E. Asia is seen as of particular 

environmental significance, the development and subsequent abandonment of plantations 

when soils became exhausted led to the creation of extensive grasslands in Sumatra, 

Borneo and Thailand which were suitable for herbivores such as deer and elephants. 

Traveller records have been useful here. Crops were also introduced by the Spanish, 

notably maize and the potato, which, because of their higher yield per acre, opened up 

land for cash crops such as tea. Cash cropping was disastrous for forests and led to great 

increases in flooding; in this regard colonial records can help to explain changes in 

biodiversity, the impacts of forest degradation and of fires and how these were countered. 

During the early period droughts were not linked to El Nino or ENSO variations, 

however in retrospect these considerations can be very informative and can reveal 

indigenous understanding, drought planning and contingencies. A particular theme 





understood only for its chemical properties but for the human culture and ritual which is 

associated with it.  

 

Questions raised issues surrounding the use of fire in creating East African landscapes. 

The collection of further fire data is seen as key to resolving increasingly bitter debates 

which have developed over the role of fire in the Madagascan landscape and the extent to 

which the current form of that landscape is a result of human influence.  

 

Session 9  

 

Deepak Kumar (Jawaharlal Nehru), Richard Gartner (Kings) 

 

Deepak Kumar's keynote speech brought attention to the huge variety of pre-colonial 

Indian sources which have often been overlooked by academics; he went on to encourage 

not only the recognition of indigenous contributions but the investigation and 

identification of specific, named contributors and the reconstruction of their biographies. 

The exploitation of local, indigenous language sources and skills are seen as key to this 

project. His speech sees arguments over emphasis in imperial studies between the 

Eurocentric, expansionist models and revisionist paradigms concentrating on indigenous 

knowledge as essentially over, these discussions he states laid the ground work for 

dispassionate histories of colonialism which rightly recognise the dialectical nature of 

empire, network models which seek to build nuanced pictures of information and 

knowledge exchange which worked to build what can now be considered as 

collaborative, decentered knowledge systems. On epistemological issues Prof. Kumar 

described the importance of recognising all truths as partial and the importance of 

admitting the impossibility of reconstructing the colonial encounter from the relatively 

minute evidence which survives, but, on a positive note, that dramatic improvements in 

the academic environment in India have been made. The richness of historical records in 

India yet to be given due attention are noted and fuller engagement of western academics 

with such resources is encouraged.    

 

Questions to professor Kumar raised the likelihood of finding valuable information on 

biodiversity within missionary records and in records held in the Vatican. It is noted that 

Jesuit records have been studied predominantly for their astronomical, educational and 

medical content, agricultural, ecological, botanical and natural historical material having 

received far less attention.  

 

Richard Gartner is a lecturer in Library and Information Science with a particular interest 

in the use of XML (Extensible Mark-up Language) to construct searchable virtual 

archives. Here he spoke on the subject of the digital combination of resources toward 

building an overarching 'Super Resource'. The use of common metadata language across 

resource types – and thus across all network affiliated projects – is key to achieving this 

interoperability and to allowing users of the final system to attain meaningful results 

when searching across enormous quantities of diverse material such as botanical 

specimens, drawings, correspondence, log books, weather records, diaries and 

manuscripts. Projects such as Cendari and the Demonstration Test Catchment Archive are 



seen as having made significant advances in metadata handling and in integrating various 

sources. One of the main advantages of XML is its durability, it is considered the most 

'archivally robust' form of information handling, it is not restricted to one particular 

platform or software and so information thus encoded should be usable long into the 

future.      

 

Questions here revealed some concerns over the possibility of making data temporally, as 

well as geographically, searchable and of making sure that data do not become divorced 

from their original context, which would open them to misrepresentation or 

misinterpretation. Both issues are seen as easily surmountable, with precedence in 

existing systems. The digitised Kew herbarium and Hooker and Wallich projects were 

identified as prime targets for integration at the first stage; the construction of linkages to 

translate equivalent terms across projects is not seen as a significant technical challenge.   

 

Session 10   

 

Round Table Discussions    

 

The focus of these discussions was to build up the concept of the Indian Ocean world as a 

geographical entity through consideration of formal and informal networks of exchange 

and climatic interconnectedness. Vinita Damodaran appealed to scientists and those from 

the humanities to work together towards breaking down the traditional divide between the 

disciplines, to write histories founded on strong ecological data, and to build new 

cultural-scientific understanding which incorporates indigenous, gendered, and subaltern 

perspectives from different, source materials and knowledge systems. The specific goal 

of the discussions was the identification of resources to be considered for digitisation.   

 

The themes identified within the table discussions were as follows: 

 

 

Historical Climatology 

Chair: George Adamson 

1. Need to identify research areas that are worth knowing about and for which 

sufficient material is available. 

2. An opportunity exists for comparative studies between regions on either side of 

dipoles within the Indian Ocean world. A meta-project incorporating climate 

reconstructions through the Asian monsoon region would be extremely useful. 

3. There is a need to coordinate material existing in different languages, and to avoid 

a bias towards English- and German-language sources. Rob Allan agreed to put 



other projects. One possibility would be for individuals visiting an archive to flag-

up the existence of other useful material for the use by other scholars. Digitisation 

of microfilm would be easier. 

6. It was suggested that the project could be a facilitator rather than a top-down 

organised project, in the vein of ACRE. 

 

                                                   

Land Use 

Chair-  Mark Elvin 

1. Wide



management and storage of new data, wherever possible. 

3. This may require a strong managerial group stationed at Sussex. 

4. 




