
 
 

  
The twentieth century is not the least bit climatically unusual. So why the recent 

media hysteria that the twentieth century is the warmest of the last 1,000 years? 
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Like leaves on trees the race of man is found, 

Now green in youth, 

now withering on the ground: 

Another race the following spring supplies: 

They fall successive, and successive rise 

--Homer, Iliad, Book VI, Line 181 

 
[OBJECTIVE SCIENCE.COM] Recent news coverage portrays the twentieth century as 
the meanest, baddest, hottest century of the last 1,000 years--all because of a 
human-induced rise in atmospheric carbon dioxide. But is it so?  

By 1965, the great British climatologist Hubert H. Lamb had synthesized indications 
of past warm and cold periods spread over the world:  

... [M]ultifarious evidence of a meteorological nature from historical 
records, as well as archaeological, botanical, and glaciological evidence in 
various parts of the world from the Arctic to New Zealand . . . has been 
found to suggest a warmer epoch lasting several centuries between about 
A.D. 900 or 1000 and about 1200 or 1300. . . . Both the "Little Optimum" 
in the early Middle Ages and the cold epochs [i.e., "Little Ice Age" --
Editors], now known to have reached its culminating stages between 
1550 and 1700, can today be substantiated by enough data to repay 
meteorological investigation....  

In more than three decades of attentive research Lamb's optimism has blossomed 
into facts about the last 1,000 years' climate change. With better tools and 
techniques, researchers have gathered comprehensive information about past climate 
change from proxies such as tree rings, pollen, coral, glaciers, boreholes, and sea 
sediments sampled worldwide.  

According to the reconstructed records, people in many parts of the world 
experienced a relative warmth early in the millennium, called the Little Optimum 
(LO), and a cool period a few centuries later, labeled the Little Ice Age (LIA).  

Examples are geographically widespread and numerous. In central Argentina during 
the LO, glaciers retreated and the plains regions turned warm and humid. During the 
LIA, glaciers advanced and the plains became cooler and semi-arid.  

Study of the cultivation of subtropical citrus trees and herbs shows Northeast China 
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had a temperature about 1C higher than today between 1100 and 1200 A.D. That 
same region felt the chill of the LIA between 1550 and 1750 A.D., and that period 
was the coldest of the last 2000 years, according to oxygen isotope measurements in 
peat cellulose.  

The temperature in the interior of South Africa was higher by 3C during the LO and 
lower by 1C during the LIA compared with today, based on measurements of carbon 
and oxygen isotopes in stalagmites.  

The surface temperature of the Sargasso Sea in the North Atlantic exhibited a 1C rise 
1,000 years ago and 1C decrease about 400 years ago, as shown by the level of the 
oxygen isotope in seafloor sediments.  

Borehole measurements into the Greenland ice sheet indicate a temperature 1C 
higher around 1000 A.D. and 1C cooler between 1500 and 1850 A.D. Other borehole 
measurements made worldwide confirm a warmth during the LO as high as 0.5 C 
above present temperatures and as low as 0.7C below current values during the LIA.  

In western Europe, documentary evidence describes the moderation of harsh winters 
from 900 to 1300 A.D. relative to those from 1300 to 1900. During the LO, atypical 
subtropical plants such as olive trees grew in the Po valley of Northern Italy, and fig 
trees near Cologne, Germany.  

More information gathered around the world confirms anomalous climate conditions 
during the Little Ice Age and Little Optimum. For example, in northwestern 
Minnesota, lake sediments reveal dustier, and therefore probably much windier, 
conditions during the LIA than today. Other studies examine such evidence as tree 
growth ranging from the near Arctic, Siberia, and Alaska to Chile, New Zealand, and 
Tasmania; documentary and glacier evidence worldwide; pollen and phenological 
indicators in China; and lake fossils in Africa and the U.S. Great Plains.  

The concordance of those diverse climate indicators over the world says that the 
twentieth century was not unusually warm compared with earlier times. Cambridge 
University researchers write that the medieval warming "was a global event occurring 
between about 900 and 1250 A.D., possibly interrupted by a minor re-advance of ice 
between about 1050 and 1150 A.D."  

Other researchers state, "Extreme [climate] events in the [South African] record 
show distinct teleconnections with similar events in other parts of the world, in both 
the northern and southern hemispheres."  

A scientist from Stockholm University concludes, "The pattern of frequent and rapid 
changes in climate throughout the Holocene indicates that the warming of the last 
100 years is not a unique event and is thus not an indication of human impact on the 
climate, as is frequently claimed."  

The facts are simple. The Little Optimum and Little Ice Age were real. They were also 
widespread over the globe. The twentieth century is not the least bit climatically 
unusual. So why the recent media hysteria that the twentieth century is the warmest 
of the last 1,000 years?  

Sallie Baliunas, Ph.D., and Willie Soon, Ph.D., are colleagues at the Harvard-

Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics. 
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Figure 1. Changes in the relative level of oxygen isotope for the last 6,000 years from 
peat bogs in northeastern China (from Y.T. Hong, and colleagues).  
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