
A.: Scientists have four main ideas. Each one has to do with change and 
the creatures’ inability to cope with it. 

             The overkill hypothesis (“hi-PAHTH-uh-siss”;
 an educated guess based on study) says this: That 
humans came to North America 14,000 years ago 
(maybe more). Spread across the continent. And in the
process hunted, killed and unwittingly wiped out 
many great big mammals for food. Humans — smart,
 hungry, armed — were new to the neighborhood. 
The mammals didn’t know what to do — Take them 

a Bundt cake? Run away screaming? — and/or 
lacked the ability to do it.

        The climate change hypothesis blames,
  yes, the climate, which started to 

warm up again some 20,000 
years ago. Grasslands 
shrank. Forests grew. And   

 certain grassland mammals 
ended up fewer and fewer then gone.

            Next: Hypotheses 3 and 4. A killer 
disease? All — or none — of the above? 
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From your scientific friends at The Ohio State University — specifically, the Ohio Agricultural Research 
and Development Center (www.oardc.ohio-state.edu) and OSU Extension (extension.osu.edu).

Q. Dear Twig: Why did those great big mammals in North 
America — sloths, mammoths, those guys — go extinct?


