


Around 20,000 years ago, North America 
looked very different. Sheets of ice covered 
large areas of land all year round. In some 
places, the ice was more than 3 km thick! 

It wasn’t just North America that would 
have felt a little chilly back then. The whole 
planet was much colder than it is today. 
Oceans were smaller, too, because so much 
of the Earth’s water was frozen solid! 

We call this period of time the 
Ice Age. 

This Ice Age began 
around 2.5 million years 
ago, long after the time 
of the dinosaurs. It only 
ended around 10,000 
years ago. 

The Earth didn’t stay the same temperature 
for that entire time, however. Sometimes 
the climate would get warmer, and the ice 
sheets would shrink. It would then gradually 
get much colder again, and the ice sheets 
would grow. These changes happened 
gradually, over hundreds of thousands of 
years. The Ice Age was at its coldest every 
100,000 years or so. Even 
then, not everywhere was 
covered in ice. In many 
parts of the world, 
there were still 
dry grasslands or 
forests.



Scientists are not sure exactly why ice 
ages happen. One theory is that they are 
caused by changes in the Earth’s orbit 
around the Sun. Sometimes, the Earth’s 
orbit moves it farther away from the Sun, 
causing temperatures to drop. If 
the temperature stays below 
freezing during summer, 
ice starts to build up. 

As more ocean water freezes, the ice sheets 
get bigger. This causes ocean levels to drop, 
revealing new areas of land. Land bridges 
form between continents. During the Ice Age, 
it would have been possible to walk all the 

way from Europe to North America! 
Land bridges allowed humans 

and other animals to move 
to new places.



The first mammoths to arrive 
in North America crossed a 
land bridge from Asia around 1.8 
million years ago. These mammoths were 
the ancestors of later types of mammoth, 
such as the Columbian mammoth and 
the woolly mammoth. Woolly mammoths 
were about the same size as present-
day African elephants. Their thick coat 

of hair kept them warm in 
the colder northern regions 

of North America. The even 
larger Columbian mammoth lived farther 
south, where it was warmer. The smallest 
type of mammoth was called the pygmy 
mammoth. It lived on islands off the coast 
of what is now California. They were only 
about as tall as an average person.



Ice Age California was also home to 
saber-toothed cats. They get their name 
from a type of sword called a “saber,” 
because of their long, sword-like fangs. 
Some types of saber-toothed cat had 
teeth that were 28 cm long! They also 
had sharp claws. Saber-toothed cats were 
powerful hunters, and specialized in taking 
down large animals—including mammoths.



Let’s meet some of the other mega-sized 
animals that lived during the Ice Age.

Glyptodon
The unusual-looking glyptodon had a large 
shell on its back, a bit like a turtle. However, 
it was actually a mammal, and a relative of 
present-day armadillos. The glyptodon was 
a plant-eater, and grew to around the same 
size and weight as a small car! Its heavy 
body armor would have protected it from 
most predators. Its large shell was made of 
lots of overlapping bony 
plates, which would 
have made it very 
difficult for other 
animals to 
attack.

Giant beaver
No one knows exactly what giant beavers 
looked like. However, scientists think they 
were probably pretty similar to present-day 
beavers, with one very big difference— 
their size! Giant beavers could 
grow to more than 2.2 m (7.2 
ft.) in length, and weighed 
up to 100 kg (220 lb.). 
That’s about the size of 
a black bear!



Giant ground sloth
Today, sloths are pretty small animals that 
spend most of their time hanging around 
in trees. During the Ice Age, however, there 
was a much larger type of sloth slowly 
roaming the land! From nose to tail, giant 
ground sloths measured more than 6 m (20 
ft.). They weighed up to 4,000 kg (4.4 tons), 
which is as much as some elephants. The 
giant ground sloth had five large, curved 
claws on each foot, which it probably used 
for digging up plants to eat.



All these Ice Age animals have been extinct 
for thousands of years. We only know 
about them because of fossils.

Fossils are the remains or traces of 
organisms that lived a long time ago. 
They provide evidence for life in the past. 
Scientists who study fossils are called 
paleontologists. They piece together these 
clues to find out about prehistoric life. 

Fossils form in different ways. Some form 
when bones are buried underground and 
then turn into rock over millions of years. 
Other types of fossil include fossilized 
footprints, and imprints of leaves, skin, or 
feathers. 

Some Ice Age organisms have even been 
discovered frozen in ice. In 2007, a complete 

baby mammoth was found in Russia. Tests 
later revealed that the mammoth 

died more than 40,000 years 
ago, and had been frozen 

in a cave ever since.



One of the most important 
fossil sites in North America 

is found in the middle of Los Angeles. The 
La Brea Tar Pits are filled with a thick, tar-
like substance called asphalt—the same 
substance used to cover roads today. During 
the Ice Age, many animals got trapped in 
the sticky asphalt. Once they had fallen in, it 
was very difficult to escape. 

Scientists 
have discovered 
thousands of 
animal remains in these 
pits, including mammoths, ground sloths, 
dire wolves, and saber-toothed cats. These 
discoveries have helped us understand what 
this area was like during the Ice Age.



Around 10,000 years ago, the Ice Age 
ended. This change would have happened 
gradually, as the planet got warmer and 
the ice sheets began to melt. Some Ice Age 
animals survived this massive change and 
are still around today, such as moose, 
grizzly bears, pronghorn, and bison.



Other animals weren’t so fortunate. A 
huge number of Ice Age animals became 
extinct, including all mammoths and 
saber-toothed cats. There are many 
theories for why so many species went 
extinct at the end of the Ice Age.

One theory is that, as the planet got 
warmer and the environment changed, 
many types of plants died out. This meant 
that there was no longer enough food for 
some large plant-eating animals. Then, 
when they died, there wasn’t enough food 
for predators like saber-toothed cats either.

Another theory is that new diseases spread, 
killing many species. A third theory is that 
many animals were hunted to extinction, 
particularly by one Ice Age survivor—
humans! 

It’s likely that all three of these reasons 
played a part in the 
extinction of 
many Ice Age 
animals.


