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What Was a Woolly Rhinoceros?



		Imagine a rhinoceros, as big and strong as any rhino alive today, but covered in a thick coat of shaggy hair with a horn on its snout that was 90 cm (3 feet) tall. This was the woolly rhino, an iconic creature that roamed the Earth during the last ice age. Although the woolly rhino is now long extinct, scientists have been able to study their fossils to unlock the secrets of the past and uncover where these animals lived, what they looked like, and even why they disappeared … Read on to explore the exciting world of woolly rhinos!



		The woolly rhino is also called Coelodonta, which means ‘hollow tooth’, because it had strangely shaped teeth!
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World of the Ice Age



		Woolly rhinos walked the Earth in prehistoric times, during a period called the Pleistocene Epoch which began about 2.6 million years ago and ended around 11,700 years ago. During this period there were several ice ages, where the global temperature became much lower than it is now, and thick sheets of ice formed over large parts of the world.



		In these frozen lands lived many strange and giant-sized mammals. As well as the woolly rhino there were enormous woolly mammoths, cave bears, sabre-tooth cats and giant sloths! Many of these Ice Age animals are now extinct, but we know they existed thanks to incredibly well-preserved fossils that they left behind, frozen in the ice.



		Woolly rhino remains are quite rare to find, but luckily several carcasses have been found whole, preserved in permafrost. Permafrost is ground that has been permanently frozen, sometimes for thousands of years.
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Where Did Woolly Rhinos Live?



		It is thought that woolly rhinos originally came from Tibet. With their thick woolly coats, the rhinos were well-adapted to live in the harsh environment of the cold Tibetan Plateau. When the ice ages came, woolly rhinos were able to migrate from there to other parts of the world. Woolly rhino fossils have been found all across Europe and Northern Asia, from Scotland and Spain to Siberia and South Korea. They preferred to live in a cold and dry climate, and mostly inhabited the mammoth steppe – a vast, open landscape covered in grass.



		The woolly rhino may have occupied the largest territory of any rhinoceros species, living or extinct.
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		Appearance



		Thanks to well-preserved fossils and cave paintings made by our ancient ancestors, we have a pretty good idea what the woolly rhino looked like. It was similar in appearance to modern rhinos; except completely adapted to live in the cold weather. It had a long thick coat of reddish-brown hair, made up of a fine undercoat and long, coarse guard hairs.



		To reduce heat loss and frostbite, the rhino had a massive body, short stocky legs, small ears and a short tail. It had two distinctive horns on its head: one long, upward-curving front horn and a smaller one between the eyes. It also had a huge shoulder hump which helped support the massive front horn.



		The Sumatran rhinoceros is the woolly rhino’s closest living relative. It also has a coat of shaggy fur, though not as thick as the woolly rhino’s!
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		Measurements



		Rhinos are some of the biggest land mammals on the planet, and the woolly rhino was no exception. It was slightly larger than the biggest rhino alive today, the white rhinoceros. An adult woolly rhino grew to around 4 metres (12 feet) long and measured 2 metres (6 feet) high at the shoulder.



		It weighed as much as 2.5 tonnes –which is almost twice as heavy as rhinoceroses today! Of the two horns on the woolly rhino’s head, the front horn was much larger. It grew at least 90 cm (3 feet) long and could reach up to 140 cm (4.6 feet)!



		People once believed the woolly rhino horns they discovered were actually the detached claws of a gigantic mythical bird!
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Diet



		The woolly rhino didn’t use its fearsome-looking horns to hunt. Instead, it was a herbivore which grazed on the grasses, mosses, lichens and small herbaceous plants that grew in the mammoth steppe. The rhino’s head was long and dipped down towards the ground and it had a wide front lip which allowed it to easily pull up low-growing plants from the earth. Because of its huge size, the woolly rhino would have needed to eat hundreds of kilos of vegetation every day, so probably spent most of its time grazing!



		Signs of wearing found on the horns of woolly rhino fossils suggest that they were used to push away snow and ice while the animal searched for the grass underneath.
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Behaviour



		Scientists think that woolly rhinos lived just as today’s rhinoceros do – mostly alone or in very small family groups. Like all rhinos, the woolly rhino had very poor eyesight, and an excellent sense of smell to make up for it. But because of their poor eyesight, woolly rhinos were easily startled and would charge at anything that surprised them. You wouldn’t want to be chased by one of these beasts – despite their huge size woolly rhinos could run fast – up to 50-65 km/h (30-40 mph)!



		Woolly rhinos not only used their big horns to clear snow and defend against predators, but also to attract a mate during mating season.
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Woolly Rhino Reproduction



		Female woolly rhinos had very long pregnancies which lasted around 15 to 16 months! As a result, they bred very slowly. Females gave birth to 1 or 2 calves every 2 to 3 years. Scientists think that baby woolly rhinos developed similarly to modern rhinos. They lived with and were protected by their mother for around 3 years. When they were old enough to fend for themselves, the young rhino left to search for its own territory. The lifespan of a woolly rhino was around 30 years, similar to that of modern rhino species.



		In 2015, a Siberian hunter discovered a well-preserved baby woolly rhino in the permafrost. The baby, named Sasha, is at least 10,000 years old and the only intact baby woolly rhino ever found. Scientists hope it will help them learn more about how they grew and developed.
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Predators



		With their massive size and huge horns, woolly rhinos would not have made an easy target for Ice Age predators. Woolly rhinos probably used their large horns to fight off predators, as well as other herbivorous competitors. However, young rhinos could have been attacked by predators like prehistoric hyenas and cave lions. The skull of a young woolly rhino was found with marks that suggest it was attacked by a feline, and there is also evidence that hyenas ate baby rhinos. But the deadliest predator that woolly rhinos faced was probably our own ancestors, the early humans …
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Humans and Woolly Rhinos



		Stone Age humans drew pictures of woolly rhinos on cave walls over 30,000 years ago. Through these ancient cave paintings we can tell that early humans and woolly rhinos shared the same frozen environment and probably had interactions with each other. Some of the images show rhinos with spears or arrows sticking in them, suggesting that early humans also hunted them.



		Woolly rhino bones have been found with injuries caused by human weapons. These large animals would have been hunted for their warm fur as well as for their meat – one woolly rhino could have fed an Ice Age family for weeks!



		Humans also used woolly rhino horns and bones to make tools and weapons. In 2014, a 13,300-year-old spear made of woolly rhino horn was found on an island near Siberia.
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Extinction



		Woolly rhinos first appeared 350,000 years ago, and the last of them died out around 10,000 years ago. After walking the Earth for thousands of years, what caused them to become extinct? Scientists believe it was probably a combination of climate change and human hunting. As the last ice age came to an end, the conditions that woolly rhinos were suited to changed, and their habitat began to shrink.



		
The open grasslands gave way to forests, and a thick layer of snow covered the land. With its short legs, trudging through deep snow would have been very difficult for the rhino, and it may have struggled to find food or escape attacks. As the population fell, overhunting by humans was probably the final straw for the woolly rhino.
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The woolly rhino was one of the most iconic mega animals of the Ice Age. Even though it died out thousands of years ago, it has stayed on in our imaginations. Now, thanks to advances in science and technology, along with new discoveries like Sasha the baby rhino, we are able to learn more about these fascinating creatures all the time.
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      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.add('pt-on'); }, T * 0.7);
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