THE LITTLE ICE AGE
 [A CLIMATE INTERVENTION]

HISTORY
The Little Ice Age describes a 400 year period from around 1300 during which global temperatures dropped significantly. 
It followed the Medieval Warm Period - roughly 900-1300 CE – when Europe experienced a period of global climate variation.

The generally warm weather during the Medieval Warm Period allowed farmers to plant crops on land that was otherwise unsuitable for farming. Milder temperatures and longer growing seasons allowed for expanded crop cultivation, which led to a steady surplus of food, better nutrition and lower mortality rates.
As a result there was a crop surplus that supported a population explosion that tripled the number of people in Europe at the time.

However, the prolonged warm period melted vast amounts of Arctic ice, altering ocean currents and flooding the north Atlantic with cold water which plunged the northern hemisphere into a sudden long freeze.

· what followed was decreased solar activity and numerous large volcanic eruptions. Cooling caused glaciers to advance and stunted tree growth 
· livestock died, harvests failed and humans suffered from the increased frequency of famine and disease
· but this cooling interval was not caused by a single volcanic eruption. In the late 13th century a series of massive, closely spaced tropical volcanic eruptions occurred.
· the largest and most significant of these was the colossal 1257 eruption of Mount Samalas in Indonesia, one of the largest volcanic events in human history.
· it spewed massive amounts of ash and sulphur into the stratosphere, blanketing the globe, causing severe worldwide crop failures and triggering significant climate cooling
· aerosols injected into the atmosphere from the volcano reduced the solar radiation reaching the Earth’s surface, causing a volcanic winter and cooling the atmosphere for several years
· grain harvests, which the population relied upon so heavily at that time, were totally disrupted - inevitably this led to famines and crop failures 

This climate interval was not a single, continuous deep freeze - rather it was a volatile 400-year period defined by regional regular [‘decadal-scale’] temperature fluctuations - dropping by between 0.5oC and 0.6oC – with the coldest period starting around 1560 [see graph]

The environmental stress left European societies highly vulnerable. The compounding effects of starvation, economic ruin and disease caused the deaths of millions of people, setting the stage for deeper crises such as the Great Famine and the Black Death.
Add in countless military conquests throughout Europe like the Hundred Years War [1337-1458] - leading to extremely high levels of global poverty – 
and it was a recipe for disaster.



EVIDENCE OF THE CLIMATE INTERVAL
Unfortunately scientifically recorded temperature and rainfall observations do not extend back far into that period of history – covering only a mere two hundred years or less in Europe.

So historians rely on ice cores, tree rings, volcanic eruptions and historical impressionist accounts.

Of these, the most readily available is from tree rings:
· I lived in Silverton in mid-Devon and at the back of our home stood the Silverton Oak, locally known as the Broad Oak – see photo  [in full summer growth]

It was an iconic veteran tree estimated to be between 600 and 700 years old.
On a relatively calm day in January 2024 the giant tree unexpectedly collapsed onto the village playing field. Luckily no one was injured in the incident. 
As you can imagine, the event attracted local and country-wide interest and featured on local and national television.

The publication DEVON LIFE paid tribute to the Oak describing its demise as so:. 
· “slowly, imperceptibly, a tiny movement – so small at first it was barely visible
· but the movement grew and those who bore witness could see but couldn’t believe
· gathering momentum, cleaving the air with her branches, Broad Oak began to tip, crashing through stillness in a thunderous chaos of twigs and branches, thudding to the ground in an immensity of sound and splintered wood
· then silence ………. “
Previously, from the measurement of its girth based on information from the Ancient Tree Forum, an age of approximately 6-700 years had been suggested, but without felling the tree this couldn’t be confirmed – until 2024. 
In addition to that, from a study of the tree rings, it demonstrated how decades of changing climate conditions had affected the veteran tree prior to its fall.
· wide rings indicate warm, wet summers [optimal for growth] while 
· narrow rings signal cold, dry or stressful years
This gives an incredibly accurate year-by-year history of droughts, temperatures and wet summers.
See photos  [ felled tree and tree rings today]

Another local icon that can help us to visualise the climate of the Little Ice Age is on DARTMOOR – that most beautiful rugged 368 square mile national park on our doorstep.
Dartmoor suffered significantly from the onset of the climate intervention, leading to harvest failures and animal diseases.
The wetter, colder climate turned the upland soil – heavily depleted by pre-historic and early-medieval farming, into a wet desert of unproductive peat:
This would be demonstrated by
· stunted ancient woodlands
· abandoned medieval and post-medieval upland farms and higher-elevation fields that were previously cultivated
As conditions became too harsh for growing crops like oats and rye, there was a major retreat of human settlement from the higher moorlands.
So farming on Dartmoor was a story of survival and adaptation. As the climate became significantly colder and wetter, farmers shifted almost entirely to pastoralism such as sheep farming which was better suited to the cooler, wetter conditions.


It is suggested that the famous Devon Longhouse was introduced at this time in order to combat the freezing climate by bringing humans and livestock into the same building:
· these longhouses were largely built into hillsides with the family section at the upper end - largely consisting of one open unpartitioned room with a central fire
· there would have been a cross passage with opposing doors separating the human living quarters from the livestock, and
· the lower end for the livestock - known as the shippon - featured a sloping floor with central gutter to wash away the animal waste.

The signature design of the longhouse was thought to encourage the body heat generated by the cattle and sheep to spread to the living quarters higher up, providing a smelly but effective form of central heating. 
The dimensions of the structure were 14.2m long and 4.3m wide which means the living area was only about 6 metres long and 4 metres wide. The thresholds of the central passagement were paved and there was a manger in the shippon where the cattle were tethered.
Many of these structures remain on the moor, with the Dartmoor National Park Authority having historically restored some sites 
[bookmark: _GoBack]see photo – Higher Uppacott
One such remaining property is Higher Uppacott, a Grade 1 listed longhouse with origins in the early 14th century. Extensions were added to provide a parlour and an outbuilding in the 17th and 18th centuries but the lower end shippon remains intact.
· it is open to the public in order to showcase the medieval lifestyle - information about visits can be found on the Dartmoor National Park website


One typical extract from the website names a Patricia Fremantle who had a personal historical connection to Higher Uppacott. She lived there as a child in the early 1950’s when the historic structure was still used as a traditional working farm. She wrote in 2017:

· I lived at Uppacott in the very early 1950s for a short time when a child. My sister and I had ponies which we kept in a field on the other side of the main road and in the snow we put them in the shippon.
· Also hid in here from the School Attendance Officer!   Happy days.
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