'Medieval Warm Period' Wasn't Global or Even All That Warm, Study Says
by Phil McKenna
Dec. 4, 2015 – The 10th to 13th centuries, when temperatures in Europe were unusually warm, was also a time of relative cold in the western North Atlantic, according to a study published Friday in the journal Science Advances.
The findings further undermine the notion of a global Medieval Warm Period that climate change denialists often hold up to support the false idea that today's global warming is a result of natural, non-manmade causes.  It also further debunks the belief that early Norse settlements in Greenland flourished and later folded because of changes in the region's climate.
"The Medieval Warm Period was certainly not a global event and probably didn't even span the entire North Atlantic region," said Nicolás Young, a glacial geologist at Columbia University who was the lead author of the study.
Young and colleagues measured the extent of glaciers, a proxy for temperature, over the last 1,000 years in Western Greenland and further west on Baffin Island.  They found that glacial coverage from 950 to 1250, the years of the purported Medieval Warm Period, was only slightly less than during a subsequent cold period known as the Little Ice Age.
"These glaciers were almost just as big during the Medieval Warm Period as they were during the Little Ice Age in the Baffin Bay and Labrador Sea region," Young said.  "It probably wasn't all that warm during the Medieval Warm Period."
"If anyone is interested in the actual evidence, this is going to be one more nail in the coffin of the Medieval Warm Period," said Gifford Miller, a paleo-climatologist at the University of Colorado.  It shows "the ice is in an expanded state and it’s not retreating rapidly, it certainly says that Medieval times were not anomalously warm [there].”
The findings, however, aren't entirely new.  They add to the results of numerous studies over the past 2 decades, including the conclusions of the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.  The previous work established that there was no globally uniform Medieval Warm Period, said Michael Mann, a climate scientist at Penn State University, in an email. 
In 2009, for example, Mann and others showed that the cause of warming in Europe and cooling elsewhere in the northern Atlantic was most likely a result of a prolonged change in wind patterns in the North Atlantic.
The current study adds more evidence that discredits notions of prior widespread warming.  "It is a little bit of ammunition against the climate deniers, who are forever saying, 'Oh well, you know, what's different now?  There was this Medieval Warm Period,'" said Astrid Ogilvie, a climate historian at the Stefansson Arctic Institute in Akureyri, Iceland.  "This concept of a Medieval Warm Period is greatly exaggerated, and it's rather nice to have a little bit more evidence saying it wasn’t warm all over the globe, and it certainly wasn't warm all over the North Atlantic."
The findings also further call into question a once prominent theory that early Norse settlements in Greenland were driven by changes in the climate.  The Norse arrived in Greenland around 985 and departed somewhat mysteriously between 1360 and 1450.  The settlements coincided with the Medieval Warm Period, which ran from about 950 to 1250, according to historic records from Europe and Iceland.  They ended around the onset of the Little Ice Age, which ran from about 1300 to 1850, based on similar records.
The warming and subsequent cooling observed in Europe and Iceland, and a lack of historic climate records from Greenland, led to a once popular belief that a warming climate drew settlers to Greenland and subsequent cooling caused them to die off.
Recent research, however, suggests a number of other factors may have caused the settlements' demise.  These include a decline in trade, hostilities with the local Inuit, soil erosion caused by imported cattle, die-off from the Black Death, and a migration back to European farms depopulated by the Black Death.
"There has been this idea that of course the Norse must have gone there at a time when the climate was favorable, and then they left because the climate got cold, [but] the more research that is done, the more we find out how complicated the picture was," Ogilvie said.  "I don't think it necessarily was the case that people said, ‘Oh, the weather seems to be good at the moment, let's head off to Greenland.'"
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