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WHAT IS AN ICE AGE?

An ICE AGE is a long period of time 
where temperatures across the globe 
are much colder. Large areas of land 
are covered by GLACIERS. Glaciers are 
large slowly moving bodies of ice. These 
are formed by lots of hard packed snow 
on moutains or near the north or south 
pole.

Glaciers totally reshape the landscape as they move. They pick up tons of rocks and soil and even 
erode entire hills. There have been about a dozen major periods of glaciation (glay-see-a-shun) 
over the past 1 million years. The last ice age ended only about 11,700 years ago. This is not 
a very long time in the history of the earth.  We are now in a period scientists call the Holocene 
epoch (hal-eh-seen eh-pock). We are now in a time between glacier periods.

ICE AGE CLIMATE
During the last ice age, average 
temperatures across the planet 
earth were only 10 degrees 
farenheit (-12 celsius). That is 
REALLY cold. Animals, including 
humans, that lived during the ice 
age needed to be well adapted 
to the cold environment.Glacial 

periods are also usually drier and dustier than our climate now so there would be lots of grasses 
and sedges (glasslike plants) but fewer trees in many places.
      

ICE AGE GEOGRAPHY

The glaciers of the last ice age covered much of the northern part of 
our planet.  This picture, from Encyclopedia Brittanica in 1911, shows 
how far glaciers traveled from the poles.Even if the rest of the world, 
wasn’t covered by glaciers, it was still much colder than it is today.

Fauna de la Edad del Hielo por Mauricio Antón, 2008

Perito Moreno Glacier in Argentina, Nelson Hinds



Like today, ice age animals were very diverse. Most animals 
were herbivores, meaning they eat plants. Some were 
onmivores, meaning they eat plants and animals. A few 
species were carnivores, meaning they eat other animals.

In any balanced ecosystem, there must be many animals that 
are herbivores or omnivores and fewer that are predators.

This is a model of a 
WOOLY MAMMOTH. 
They lived until about 
5,600 years ago. 
Early humans hunted 
the woolly mammoth 
for food. We also 
used its bones for 
making tools, art, and 
shelter. 

Like it’s modern 
relatives, African elephants, the woolly mammoth was HUGE! 
They had several traits that helped them survive. They 
STORED LOTS OF FAT for when food was in short supply. 
They had THICK FUR to keep warm and protect them from 
injury. They had a LONG TRUNK to reach food other animals 
could not. They also had TUSKS which they could use 
against predators.

This was a GLYPTODON. This animal 
was the size of a CAR! It lived in South 
America from 2 million years ago to about 
10,000 years ago.

What defensive trait can you see on this 
one? _____________________________
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Ancient Animals

This is a WOOLLY 
RHINOCEROS (Coelodonta). 
They are extinct but lived in what 
is now Siberia. This species lived 
from 1.8 million years ago to 
about 10,000 years ago.

‘Woolly Rhinocerous display, Weston Park 
Museum, Sheffield, UK, 2011, photo by 
Chemical Engineer. Wikimedia Commons.

What traits does the woolly 
rhinocerous have that would 
help it survive in a cold 
ice age and in general? 
1_______________________

2_______________________

What trait does it have that 
might be harmful if the climate 
became too warm as the 
glaciers melted?

1_______________________

Traits can be 
both helpful 
and harmful.

‘Woolly Mammoth at the Royal BC Museum, Victoria, British 
Columbia, 2008, photo by Tracy O, Wikimedia Commons.

“Glyptodon. 2005. Pavel Riha. Wikimedia Commons.
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Ancient Animals

Some of the most recognizable ice age animals 
are the SMILODON. People sometimes call it 
a “saber-toothed tiger” but it really isn’t closely 
related to modern cats. Smilodons lived in the 
Americas between 2.5 million years ago (mya) and 
10,000 years ago. It had very long canine teeth and 
strong front limbs to hold food to the ground.

Do you think this animal was an herbivore or a 
carnivore? ______________________________

Why? __________________________________

Would there have been more Smilodons or Glyptodons in an 
ecosystem? ____________________________

Why? _________________________________

Here is a model of a  
SHORT-FACED BEAR. 
The artist put an outline of 
a person so we can see 
how large this bear was. 

Like modern bears, they 
were probably omnivores 
and ate both plants and meat.

Why would it be helpful to eat both plants and meat?

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

Saber-Tooth Cat (Smilodon). 1909. Charles R. 
Knight. Oil on canvas. American Museum of 
Natural History. 

Short-faced bear-Arctodus simus. 2007. 
Daniel Reed. Wikimedia Commons.

Homo sapiens neanderthalensis- Jager 
(2008) Neanderthal Museum, Mettman. 
Wikimedia Commons.

HOMININS

Like us, our cousins (like the 
Neanderthals) and our ancestors 
were omnivores. We ate mostly 
plants but were skilled hunters 
that ate meat.
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Our  human  ancestors

Lucy

“Lucy” is what people call this 
recreation of an early human 
ancestor. The fossilized remains 
of this female Australopithecus 
afarensis are some of our oldest 
relatives from 4-3 mya.1 

First Reproduction of Neanderthal Man. 1888. 
Hermann Schaaffhausn. Wikimedia Commons.

NEANDERTHALS (Homo 
neanderthalensis) are some of 
our most recent relatives. They 
lived until about 40,000 years 
ago. They used tools, made 
clothing and art, and made 
simple boats.

Modern humans that lived back 
then bred with neanderthals. 
Some people today have 
Neanderthal DNA!!!1

Diverse people using smartphones. 2018. 
Rawpixel Ltd. Wikimedia Commons.

You are a modern human. 
Our species is called Homo 
sapiens. We share a common 
ancestor with Neanderthals, 
Australopithecus afarensis, and 
many other species of animals. 
Our Tribe of relatives is called 
HOMININS. This group even 
includes chimpanzees, bonobos, 
and orangutans. We see evidence
of modern humans in Africa from about 315,000 years ago!1

Early Hominins first made simple tools about 2.6 mya. Some of 
these were sharpened stones for cutting.

How could tools like these help us survive?
_____________________________________

_____________________________________

_____________________________________

_____________________________________

What could you do with a tool like that?
__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

What other tools would be useful in your settlement?
__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

Sharpened stone 
implement (1895-6). U.S. 

Public Domain.
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Early Human Life

Early humans first controlled fire 
800,000 years ago!1

Campfires were (and are) a 
place to socialize, find comfort, 
and be warm.

What else do humans do with 
fire? _____________________

_________________________

HUGE
BRAINS!

Humans 
developed 
very large brains 800,000-
200,000 years ago. This 
helped us interact with each 
other, develop language, and 
think of the world differently.

Our brain helps us learn and 
plan!

HUNTER-GATHERERS

Early humans were called hunter-gatherers. We were NOMADIC, 
meaning we moved from place to place. We hunted wild animals 
and gathered wild plants to eat. Because we had to hunt 
migrating animals and find plants, we could not build year-round 
settlements. Ancient hunter-gatherers 
lived in natural places like caves and 
later built temporary settlements.

As early as 380,000 years ago, humans 
were building temporary huts! We used 
stones, tree branches, bones and tusks, 
and even earth to build shelter. Seres humanos bailando, flotando y 

nadando alrededor de unas bestias. 
2014. Clemens Schmillen. Wikimedia 
Commons.

Primitive Shelter. 2013. Waqas Ahmed. 
Wikimedia Commons.

Primitive Shelter at Chwarel Fawr. 2006. 
Eric Jones. Wikimedia Commons.

This shelter is made from tree 
branches.

This shelter is made from stacked 
rocks.

What items are in your Settlement 
that your group could use to make a 
shelter?
1______________________________

2______________________________

3______________________________

4______________________________

5_____________________________



Exploring  Fossils

Try to match the fossil to the correct animal! 1____ 2____ 3____ 4____ 5____ 6____

FOSSIL CONNECTIONS
Since we can’t actually see what life was like in the last ice age, 

scientists study what life leaves behind. Some of these remains are 
called fossils. Thse are remains, impressions, or traces of an animal 

or plant from long ago. 
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Ancient Art

We can also learn a lot about our ancient ancestors by studying their culture. We have found 
paintings in caves in many places across the world. These primitive pictures tell us a lot about life 
back then.

Lubang Jeriji Saléh cave painting of Bull.  
40,000 BCE. Public Domain.

Sahara Tassili cave paintings. 10,000 
BCE. Public Domain.

Neandertal Jewelry. Approx. 130,000 
BCE. Photo 2015. Luka Mjeda. 
Wikimedia Commons.

This cave art shows a bull running. Notice the 
paint is an orange-red color. Since ancient 
humans didn’t have art stores, they had 
to make their own paint.

What do you think they could use to 
make red paint? ________________

These artifacts are from a Neanderthal site in Croatia. 
Archaologists believe the holes in the claws and 
bones mean people put fiber hrough them to make a 
necklace!

What kind of art do people wear in modern times? 
________________________________________

How could you make a necklace with things from your 
Settlement?
________________________________________

________________________________________

This cave art from Algeria shows a human with 
a spear, several giraffe, and an antelope.

What story do you think the artist was telling?
_____________________________________

_____________________________________

_____________________________________
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Fossil Connection Answer Key 
1.C   2. E   3.D  4.B  5.F  6.A

It’s a Wrap!!!!

What are 2 things you learned about ice age CLIMATE?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

What are 2 things you learned about ice age animal TRAITS?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

How did humans who live in the last 
ice age protect themselves from 
the cold?


