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by their service, to have 210 days from their 
discharge date to appeal, potentially help-
ing thousands of former soldiers.

“Arguing Ausmer v. Shinseki was the high-
light of my experience at HLS,” says Melen-
dez, himself a veteran who served in both 
Iraq and Afghanistan. “I met esteemed judg-

es, set precedent, and was able to see the 
case through to a successful remand to the 
[Veterans Administration]. Because of this 
experience, I can head into professional life 
fully prepared to conduct veterans advocacy 
throughout the VA appeals process.”

Other students have successfully 
backed a female marine’s challenge to a 
Board of Veterans’ Appeals decision to 
deny her disability benefits for military 
sexual trauma; ensured that a homeless 
Navy veteran received Massachusetts 
veterans’ services benefits despite a prior 
criminal conviction; and obtained service-
connected-disability benefits for an Af-
ghanistan war veteran diagnosed with 
cancer. “As we train students, we want to 
give them the opportunity to understand 
and appreciate the needs and sacrifices 
of disabled veterans,” says Daniel Nagin, 
clinical professor of law, faculty director 
of the Legal Services Center, and founder 
of the veterans clinic. “The work is com-
plicated and demanding—it’s an uphill 
battle, and there are too few resources 
for people who need help….We are asking 
students to consider, ‘What is the role of 

lawyers in responding to this problem?’”
Participants in the program are guided by 

Nagin and lawyers from the firm Chisholm 
Chisholm & Kilpatrick. (Veterans’ cases are 
referred to the clinic through the Rhode Is-
land firm’s existing pro bono program with 
Disabled American Veterans.) The students 

can choose to represent veterans in adminis-
trative and federal court appeals that chal-
lenge denials of federal and state veterans 
benefits; represent clients and their families 
in estate- and financial-planning matters; 
or represent clients in administrative and 
court appeals that challenge denials of So-
cial Security disability benefits. 

The twin goals of the clinic—which 
also covers issues of administrative, dis-
ability, mental health, probate, and con-
stitutional law—are service and pedagogy. 
“You’re doing two things at once,” Nagin 

says. “You’re providing a compelling and 
unique learning opportunity for students, 
and also doing good in the world, trying 
to close the justice gap in any way you 
can.” From the Revolutionary War until 
the establishment of the Court of Appeals 
for Veterans Claims in 1988, he points out, 
military veterans who were denied ben-
efits had no judicial recourse.

Second-year law student Travis Lev-
erett, whose grandfather was a veteran, 
has spent his time at the clinic working 
on estate planning and wills. Veterans, he 
says, are often “behind on their mortgage 
payments, they have health issues, their 
benefits have been cut—getting your will 
together is not going to take priority.” His 
clinic work “really hammered home to 
me that law is a service industry, and you 
real ly have to be available whenever your 
clients are.” vlaura le�vis
     
harvard law school ve�te�rans  
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The Science of  History

I
n his 1998 book Consilience, Pellegrino  
University Professor emeritus Edward 
O. Wilson dreamed of a time when the 
boundaries between sciences and hu-

manities would fade away, leaving an intel-
lectually unified store of human knowledge. 
His vision was prescient. Today, it’s possible 
to use isotope analysis to pinpoint the origin 
of a single thread of silk that traveled the 
Silk Road. DNA tests of ancient skeletons 
can reveal how people lived, ate, and died—
and two years ago helped confirm the role 
of the Plague of Justinian in the collapse of 
the Roman Empire. Ice-core samples drawn 

from polar caps or glaciers are telling 
historians more than they ever be-
lieved possible about the worlds their 
research subjects lived in. These find-
ings share once-inaccessible insights 
into the human past—and into human-
ity’s fragile climate future.

Until recently, ice-core research was 
limited to Arctic regions, where abun-

dant snowfall produces a thick frozen 
record dating back thousands of years. 
Now, laser-based technology developed 
at the University of Maine’s Climate 
Change Institute is sensitive enough to 
produce 50,000 measurements per me-
ter—enabling researchers from UM and 
from Harvard’s Initiative for the Science 
of the Human Past (SoHP) to analyze 
samples from the tightly packed Colle 
Gnifetti glacier in the Swiss Alps. Goe-
let professor of history Michael McCor-
mick, who chairs SoHP, recalls a promi-
nent Swiss climate scientist telling him, 
“There are no good Swiss ice cores.” In 
fact, there were—but the technology to 
read them didn’t exist.

Colle Gnifetti marks the first time his-
torians have been able to look directly at 
weather patterns around the Mediterra-
nean that date back nearly 2,000 years—
much farther than traditional resources, 
like thermometer readings or tree rings. 

The Veterans Benefits Administration  
wasn’t going to help him—but a trio of   
Harvard Law School students did.
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The Mediterranean “is where history hap-
pened, and we no longer have to guess 
the conditions [people] lived in,” McCor-
mick says. “We can see it there in the ice 
record.” And with unprecedented preci-
sion: “If you ask what the weather was 
like on Christmas of 1257, I can tell you,” 
says history of science lecturer Alexander 
More, a postdoctoral fellow with SoHP. 
Unlike other tools used to 
approximate weather, ice re-
cords offer proxies for many 
types of climate events—
temperature, precipitation, 
air circulation, even burning 
biomass—that can be tested 
against one another or com-
bined to analyze the climate 
context from a moment in 
history. 

The Harvard-UM team 
compared data from the Colle 
Gnifetti ice core to historical 
weather records from 1200 
to 1400—an era of explosive 
economic growth in Europe 
but also of the Black Death 
and the beginning of the Lit-
tle Ice Age, a period of cool-
ing that followed the relative 
warmth of the Middle Ages. 
They found that historical re-
ports of bad harvests showed 
a striking correspondence 
with drops in temperature, 
approximated by the fre-
quency of oxygen isotopes 
in the ice record. A similar, 
though weaker, relationship 
appeared between historical 
reports of precipitation and 
drops in temperature record-
ed in the ice core.

Both findings advance his-
torical narratives about the 
relationship of the Little Ice 
Age, famine, and the Black 
Death, which killed as much 
as half of Europe’s popula-
tion. The historical and scien-
tific records—“independent 
lines of argument deriving 
from independent evidence 
deriving from different ar-
eas of reality,” McCormick 
explains—increasingly ap-
pear to tell a similar story: 
the cooling period of the late 

Middle Ages contributed to greater rain-
fall and flooding—a breeding ground for 
disease vectors—and famine, which weak-
ened the population and aggravated mor-
bidity. 

The data, which More stresses are still 
preliminary, also challenge accepted truths 
about European history. Estimates about 
when the Little Ice Age began run from 

around 1250 to 1650. Parts of the ice record 
suggest temperatures may have begun 
dropping earlier still, closer to 1200, but 
other parts don’t appear to agree with the 
historical record at all, prompting both 
groups of scholars to take a closer look at 
their results. Laboratory science, McCor-
mick points out, “is no more sure than any 
other kind of knowledge, and has to be 

submitted to the same kinds 
of challenges and testing as 
our most nuanced interpreta-
tion of a medieval love letter.”

More also cautions against 
allowing current ideas about 
climate change to influence 
inquiry into the past. “We 
have to keep an always skepti-
cal mind, and not be so excit-
ed by our findings that we dis-
miss clear signs of problems,” 
he says. Even so, a confluence 
of evidence, strengthened by 
the Colle Gnifetti data, sug-
gests climate change played 
a pivotal role in the events 
of the late Middle Ages. Less 
directly, climate-induced re-
source scarcity appears also to 
have stimulated European co-
lonial ambitions. If that’s true, 
the implications for the pres-
ent appear unnervingly clear. 
The scale of climate change 
in the last two decades, Mc-
Cormick says, “appears to be 
beyond anything we’ve seen 
in the last 2,000 years—and 
we’ve seen some scary things 
in the last 2,000 years.

“ Twenty years ago, we 
couldn’t know the climate in 
the Roman Empire was warm-
ing,” he adds. “There were 
some slight hints that it got 
warm in the Middle Ages.…
Now we can see that climate 
change occurred much more 
swiftly than I had thought 
possible.”

vmarina bolotnikova
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