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fit of Continents

Three hundred years ago, a man named Abraham Ortelium noticed that maps of the 
world showed continents that seemed like they would fit together like a puzzle. Specifi-
cally, the continents of South America and Africa look like they fit together. North Amer-
ica could also fit snuggly into the bulge of northwest Africa. Have you ever noticed this?

It was not until the 1900s that scientists began to consider this apparent phenomenon se-
riously. What could explain why the continents that are obviously separated by an ocean 
seem to fit together like a puzzle?

Alfred Wegener put forth the claim that they look like they fit together because they 
once were together. In other words, Wegener thought that in Earth’s distant past, South 
America was touching Africa and there was no ocean between them. But what evidence 
did he have for this claim? He had very little in the early 1900s. Wegener therefore de-
voted his career and life to proving that these continents used to be one. What data did 
he find? He found quite a bit, and shortly you will hear about these phenomena from 
other groups in your class.

What conclusions can you draw from this single piece of information about the puzzle- 
like fit of the continents? What more do you want to know? Answer the questions on 
Activity Sheet 2.1.
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animal fossils

The Mesosaurus is an extinct reptile similar to a lizard. Scientists think this animal lived 
around 265 million years ago. Fossil evidence tells us that the Mesosaurus was approxi-
mately 3 feet long. The Mesosaurus’ fingers and toes were webbed, so they looked more 
like paddles than hands and feet. These powerful paddles were useful for chasing fish 
and other aquatic animals. One unique feature of this reptile is that it lived on land but 
returned to freshwater (lakes and rivers) to hunt its prey. The Mesosaurus was an ancestor 
to present- day amphibians. Since the Mesosaurus would breathe through nostrils on the 
top of its skull, scientists think it fed on prey similar to a crocodile.

During the 1800s, scientists discovered fossils of the Mesosaurus in only two regions, 
South America and parts of southern Africa. This is interesting to scientists because these 
two regions are separated by the voluminous Atlantic Ocean. How do you think the Me-
sosaurus fossils could have ended up in these two places? Scientists who study these 
fossils know that they could not have swum across the vast ocean!

Paleontologists (scientists who study fossils) have also found evidence of another animal 
that lived 250 million years ago. This animal is known as the Lystrosaurus. The Lystrosau-
rus was a large lizard about the size of a pig. It lived on land, and similar to the Mesosau-
rus, has only been found in certain places on Earth. According to paleontologists, these 
reptiles lived in Africa, India, and Antarctica. Can you imagine a reptile living in cold and 
icy Antarctica?

What conclusions can you draw from this single piece of information about animal fossils? 
What more do you want to know? Answer the questions on Activity Sheet 2.1.

Mesosaurus Lystrosaurus
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Plant fossils

Eduard Suess was an Austrian geologist and expert in studying the Alps. In 1824, he 
found fossils of a fernlike tree. Scientists think that the plants that fossilized were living on 
Earth about 290 million years ago. Suess called the tree Glossopteris because Glossa in 
Greek means tongue. He used this word because the tree grew to be approximately 12 
feet tall and had thick, fleshy tongue-like leaves. More than 70 species of fossils related 
to Glossopteris have been discovered. These trees are deciduous, meaning they lose 
their leaves during cool seasons.

These plant fossils have only been found in certain locations on Earth’s continents, mainly 
in South America, India, Africa, Australia, Antarctica, and Madagascar. It is thought that 
the climate where these trees once thrived was relatively temperate.

What conclusions can you draw from this single piece of information about plant fossils? 
What more do you want to know? Answer the questions on Activity Sheet 2.1.
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glacial evidence

A glacier is a large, slow moving, solid body of ice. Glacial ice can be very thick and ex-
tremely heavy. As the ice flows down slope, it causes friction along the bottom where the 
ice meets the underlying rocky surface. This friction crushes, scrapes, and moves rocks, 
similar to a river, causing the underlying rock to become weathered and eroded. This can 
even cause large, wide valleys to be carved. A glacier moves less than 1 mile per year, 
whereas water in a river might move along at 5 miles per hour.

After the ice melts, scientists can determine the direction the ice was moving by looking 
at the deep grooves in the rocks, called striations. During very cold periods on Earth, like 
the most recent ice age about 10,000 years ago, ice covers very large parts of the earth. 
This ice can be more than 1 mile thick in many places.

When scientists, including Wegener, looked at the locations on Earth where evidence of 
glaciers could be found, they discovered that about 300 million years ago much of North 
America was covered in a very thick sheet of ice, as were parts of South America, south-
ern Africa, India, and southern Australia. How could places that are very arid now, such 
as Africa, have once been covered with ice?

What conclusions can you draw from this single piece of information about glacial evi-
dence? What more do you want to know? Answer the questions on Activity Sheet 2.1.
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antarctic Climate Changes

It is well known that Antarctica, the 
continent at the south pole of the 
Earth, is an extremely cold and rela-
tively inhospitable place. This means 
that currently it is uncommon for 
many forms of life to be found there. 
There is evidence, however, that this 
was not always the case.

Geologists know that coal forms 
from plants that have decomposed 
and been subjected to certain con-
ditions that allow it to harden into 
rock. Therefore, plants are necessary 
for the formation of coal. Scientists 
were surprised when coal was dis-
covered in Antarctica, where plants are not commonly found. The swampy areas most 
often associated with the types of plants that turn into coal are not currently found on the 
Antarctic continent. Other evidence of past life (fossils) has also been found on Antarc-
tica. Paleontologists do not believe that these animals that were apparently in Antarctica 
could have survived in the climate as 
it is today. This lead scientists to be-
lieve that in the past Antarctica must 
have had a much warmer climate 
than it does today.

How could the climate of Antarctica 
have changed so drastically from a 
place that was hospitable to various 
life forms to one in which few spe-
cies can survive?

What conclusions can you draw 
from this single piece of informa-
tion about the climate of Antarctica? 
What more do you want to know? 
Answer the questions on Activity 
Sheet 2.1.

This is what Antarctica looks like today.

Middle Cretaceous Forest on Antarctica
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Corresponding rock sequences

How could two places, so far apart and divided by an ocean, have the same rock 
sequences?

What conclusions can you draw from this single piece of information about the pattern 
of rock sequence on different continents? What more do you want to know? Answer the 
questions on Activity Sheet 2.1.

Wegener noticed that South America and Africa appear to fit together like a puzzle. If 
the Atlantic Ocean were not in the middle, these continents could nestle together. Not 
only did the coastlines appear to fit together—an analysis of the types and sequences of 
rocks along each of the coasts of these two continents revealed striking similarities. For 
example, imagine that the layers of rock on the South American continent were (from 
oldest to youngest) basalt, limestone, coal, shale. Scientists were surprised to discover 
the exact same sequence along the African coastline.


