A Medieval Thaw: Surprising Evidence of Past Warming in
Antarctica’s Frozen Heart
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“There must be a plan of action because delaying will be dangerous. [...] The
hot and stressful weather also makes his feathers molt and grow slower. The
situation seems life-threatening!”

In “GHG Emissions”; Wild Wise Weird [1]

Oo &



Antarctica has been regarded as one of the most stable and unchanging landscapes on Earth for at
least 13.6 million years [2,3]. However, a new study published in Communications Earth &
Environment challenges that perception, revealing that a dramatic climate event reshaped part of
the continent over a thousand years ago [4].

Researchers used advanced ground-penetrating radar (GPR) and ice core drilling to investigate
Boulder Clay Glacier (BCG), located in northern Victoria Land. They discovered a striking feature
buried beneath the ice: a 4-kilometer-long meltwater channel and a continuous sediment layer,
both marking a significant erosion event. Radiocarbon dating of preserved moss remains
embedded deep in the glacier indicated that this transformation occurred between 900 and 989
years before the present—during the Medieval Warm Period (MWP).

This is the first known instance of supraglacial river erosion and sediment transport documented
in continental Antarctica. While surface melting in parts of the continent has been detected [5,6],
no comparable reshaping of the glacial landscape has been recorded in recent times at Boulder
Clay Glacier. This underscores the exceptional nature of the past warming event.

Adding to the intrigue, the researchers identified moss species in the ice core, including Pohlia
nutans, which today grows only near volcanic heat sources in Antarctica [7,8]. Its presence far
from geothermal areas suggests that summer temperatures during the MWP may have been high
enough to support more widespread vegetation, pointing to a regionally significant warming
episode.

The findings highlight the sensitivity of even Antarctica’s coldest and most remote areas to
climatic fluctuations. They serve as a reminder that Earth’s climate system is interconnected across
time and space. Understanding these past warming episodes offers critical insights into how
today’s global climate shifts might reshape not only polar landscapes but also the balance between
nature and humanity [9,10].
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