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On pillared legs, with tread of thunder, 
you trudged across the endless tundra, 
a mountain of fur, twin tusks thrust high, 
back hunched beneath the weight of the sky. 

Until you met some unknown doom, 
disappeared into an icy tomb, 
a secret buried underground, 
ten thousand years lost . . . 

By Maria Fleming

Then found.

You walk again inside these walls, 
a ghost that haunts museum halls. 
Ice Age icon, here enshrined, 
once frozen in earth, 
now frozen in time.
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Fossils
by Lilian Moore

    lder than

books,

than scrolls,

older 

than the first 

tales told

or the 

first words

spoken

are the stories

in the forests that

turned to 

stone

in ice walls

that trapped the

mammoth

in the long

bones of

dinosaurs— 

the fossil

stories that begin

Once upon a time 

O
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Walk down a paved black road 

on a hot summer day and you might 

find your shoes starting to sink in. 

That’s because high heat makes the 

road surface soft. If this happens, 

you are probably walking on asphalt, 

or tar.

Luckily, you won’t sink in very 

far. But 28,000 years ago, bubbling 

black asphalt deposits, or tar pits, 

swallowed up a great many unlucky 

animals. Possibly thinking they 

had found water, the mammoths or 

ground sloths blundered into pits of 

sticky, gooey tar. Instead of a drink or 

a bath, a trap held them fast, forever.

These same tar pits still bubble 

today—in the middle of Los Angeles, 

California, one of the largest 

American cities. But what was bad 

luck for prehistoric animals has 

meant good luck for paleontologists, 

scientists who study fossils. 

Known as the Rancho La Brea Tar 

Pits, the bubbling pools of asphalt 

contain the remains of woolly 

mammoths, saber-toothed cats, giant 

sloths, and other now-extinct beasts. 

This makes the La Brea Tar Pits one of 

the world’s richest sources of fossils. 

Lifelike statues at the tar pits make 
it easy for visitors to imagine a 
mammoth’s deadly dip.  

Walk down a paved black road These same tar pits still bubble 
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The asphalt in these pits has been oozing from the 

ground for about 40,000 years, and more than three million 

fossils have been found. In addition to mammoths, tigers, 

and sloths, paleontologists have found the remains of horses, 

coyotes, wolves, bison, birds, rodents, and insects, many in 

perfect condition.

Today, the La Brea Tar Pits are part of Los Angeles’s 

Page Museum, whose current hot spot is Pit 91. Paleon-

tologists keep finding thousands of fossils in this pit under 

the watchful eyes of visitors. 

After seeing complete animal skeletons and learning 

how the animals became trapped in tar, a visitor to the 

Rancho La Brea Tar Pits might feel lucky. Those animals met 

a fate much worse than leaving a shoe print behind on a 

black-topped road! 

  This skull of a saber-toothed cat, from 
the La Brea Tar Pits, is the only one ever 
found with its mouth closed.

Paleontologists at work at Los Angeles’s 
Page Museum. 

Untitled-2   43 9/16/2009   6:15:51 PM

36 

The huge mammoth tooth Jared Post 
found weighed seven pounds. Jared 
is deciding whether to keep the tooth 
or donate it to a museum.

FOSSILSFOSSILS
Big news came out of Fairbanks, Alaska, 

in the fall of 2007. A ten-year-old boy named 
Jared Post had made a fantastic find. While 
walking home from school, Jared noticed 
a big, jagged rock half buried in the ground. 
Instantly curious, he dug the rock out. He 
noticed that it had what he called “weird 
engravings” on its underside. Jared felt 
pretty sure he had found something 
special—a fossil.

The young student’s hunch was right. 
After bringing the toaster-sized object 
home, Jared and his dad searched the 
Internet for information. They 
discovered that the strange “rock” 
was in fact the tooth of a woolly 
mammoth, a giant mammal that 
lived during the Ice Age. The Ice Age 
occurred between 1.6 million 
and 10,000 years ago. In other 
words, that tooth was old!

A  EEK INTO THE  AST

28
Lesson
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This drawing of a woolly mammoth was found on a cave wall in France.

FOSSILS

The pointed teeth of carnivores are 
much different than herbivore teeth.

Traces of the Past
Today, mammoths are extinct, meaning they no longer exist. 

Scientists can learn about them only by studying whatever remains 
they can find, such as bones, tusks, and teeth.

Animal teeth give a lot of information. By studying teeth 
scientists can make a good guess about an animal’s diet. Carnivores, 
or meat-eating animals, have sharp canine teeth to stab and 
hold onto prey. Herbivores are plant eaters, so 
they have large molars for chewing plants.  

Although mammoths roamed 
throughout much of North America, 
Europe, Asia, and Africa, their bones and 
teeth are found mainly in areas with very 
cold weather. Any ideas why? It’s because 
bones and teeth buried in frozen ground are 
less likely to be damaged. It’s not surprising 
that Jared’s mammoth tooth lasted 10,000 
years or more. In his hometown of Fairbanks, 
the temperature stays below freezing more 
than half the year! 
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Poetry 
Journey of the Woolly Mammoth/Fossils

Long Article 
Fossils: A Peek Into the Past

Short Article 
Trapped in Tar!

Greek Word Roots

Decoding

Expression

Fluency

telephone
autograph
microscope
photograph
televise
biology
microphone
paragraph
symphony
telegraph

megaphone
microwave
photocopy
biography
saxophone
telescope
calligraphy
xylophone
homophone
homograph

Greek Word Parts

Spelling

Idioms

Vocabulary Strategies

TARGET VOCABULARY

viewpoint
surveyed
advantages
previously
legendary

retreat
persuade
aspects
rural 
organize

Fact and Opinion

Question

Comprehension

TARGET SKILL

TARGET STRATEGY

What facts and 
opinions have people 

assembled about 
fossils?

Big    Idea
Discovery takes many 

paths. 

  Commas in 
   Sentences

Grammar

Multigenre 
Writing

Writing

Big    Idea
Discovery takes many 


