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Case Study
SECRETS OF THE DEAD Catastrophe!

History is full of enigmas, bizarre events, and unsolved mysteries.  Now, armed with the latest technology, scientific detectives are on the case to uncover SECRETS OF THE DEAD Catastrophe! 

The Mystery:  Did a geological or meteorological event of cataclysmic proportions cause the period known as the Dark Ages?  And if so, did it have huge and lasting historical consequences?

The Evidence:  Tree rings reveal that abnormal cold swept the earth in 535 AD.  Written accounts tell of plague, famine and drought from Constantinople, Italy, Korea, Japan, and China. What caused this mini Ice Age?  Data shows no trace of asteroid or comet impact on Earth at the time.  But high levels of carbon and sulfur have been found in ancient ice at the polar caps indicating volcanic activity.  There are also reports of a “large bang” heard in 6th-century Asia. The Book of Kings recounts the creation of Java and Sumatra from a huge eruption in the Sunda Straits, a volcanic eruption that could that could have been felt worldwide, causing the downfall of the Avars of Northern Mongolia, destroying the Aztec city of Teotihuacán, Mexico, and bringing about the Anglo-Saxon domination of the British Isles.  It may even have led to the birth of Islam.

The Chief Investigator:  David Keys, writer on archaeology and history, and author of Catastrophe: An Investigation into the Origins of the Modern World.
The Witnesses:
Prof. Michael Baillie, palaeoecologist, Queens University, Belfast

Dr. Frank Clark, biologist, Leicester University, England

Dr. Alan Fitzsimmons, astrophysicist, Queens University, England

Dr. Nancy Florida, Southeast Asian literature and culture, University of Michigan

Dr. Kenneth Gage, chief of plague section, CDC (Center for Disease Control and Prevention) Prof. Peter Golden, historian, Rutgers University

Prof. Claus Uffe Hammer and Marie-Louise Siggaard-Andersen, glaciologists, Niehls Bohr

            Institute, Copenhagen

Prof. John Hines, historian, Cardiff University, England

Dr. Eric Jones, astrophysicist, Los Alamos National Laboratory, New Mexico

Prof. Hugh Kennedy, historian, University of St. Andrews, England

Dr. John Milne, ecology and animal science group, Macaulay Land Use Center, Aberdeen 
Prof. William T. Sanders, anthropologist, Penn State University

Dr. Peter Sarris, historian, Oxford University

Prof. Haraldur Sigurdsson, volcanologist, University of Rhode Island 
Dr. Rebecca Storey, bioarchaeologist, University of Houston

Dr. Rodney Whitaker, atmospheric and climate sciences, Los Alamos 
Prof. Michael Whitby, historian, University of Warwick

Dr. Kenneth Wohletz, volcanologist, Los Alamos

The Verdict:  Light will be shed on the Dark Ages, Wednesday, October 25 and Wednesday, November 1 at 8 p.m. (ET) on PBS (check local listings).
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