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Earth was 
characterized 
by lowlands 
and shallow 
seas in the 
Mississippian 
Carboniferous 
Period of the 
Paleozoic Era, 
345 million 
years ago. 
Fern forests 
appeared then, 
and the age of 
amphibians 
began.  

 
During the Pennsylvanian Carboniferous Period, which began 35 million 
years later, North America and Europe were aligned along the equator. 
The southern and central Appalachian Mountains were forming then.  
 
As polar ice caps advanced and receded, world sea levels fluctuated, and 
inland seas formed. Silt-laden tributary rivers transported sediments and 
built swampy deltas where great forests flourished in the steamy climate 
and eventually formed huge coal deposits.  
Near the end of the Carboniferous Period, earth's first reptiles appeared. 
  
During the Permian Period, 290 million years ago, all the continents 
except what is now China were a single landmass the geologists call 
Pangaea. By then, colliding crustal plates had thrust the Appalachian 
Mountains to great heights, blocking rainfall and creating deserts and arid 
grasslands where the great coal forests had stood.  
 
The merging of landmasses forced many different organisms to compete, 
and thousands of species disappeared. As amphibians declined, reptiles 
began to prosper. Many marine invertebrates became extinct. The first 
conifer forests appeared.  
 

 

During the Permian Period, 
290 million years ago, all the 
continents except what is now 
China were a single landmass 
the geologists call Pangaea. 



The Triassic Period ushered in the Mesozoic Era 240 million years ago. 
Earth was warm then and free of glaciers. The huge, northward-drifting 
continent of Pangaea included nearly all the planet's land. It was mostly 
flat and dusty, with dunes, well-worn mountains, and occasional oases. 
The climate was arid and fairly uniform, volcanoes were numerous, and 
oxidized iron colored the soil red.  
 
The age of the reptiles dawned during the Triassic, and the first dinosaurs 
appeared. Mammals also began to show up.  Pangaea, the supercontinent, 
began straining under tectonic forces during the Jurassic Period, 205 
million years ago. North America started to separate, and the North 
Atlantic began to form.  
 
This was the age of dinosaurs. Flying reptiles and the first birds appeared. 
Mammal populations started increasing.  
 
During the Cretaceous Period, 140 million years ago, Pangaea split into 
two continents: Laurasia in the north, Gondwana in the south. The two 
landmasses were separated by a narrow ocean called the Tethys. South 
America and Africa began to separate. Seafloor spreading raised sea levels 
dramatically 1,600 feet higher than they are now, inundating 85 percent of 
earth's surface.  
 
Cretaceous plankton proliferated in the tepid waters of the Tethys Ocean 
and sank to the bottom as they died. There, they gradually transformed 
into petroleum and eventually formed the rich oil fields of North Africa 
and the Middle East.  
 
Dinosaurs, also destined to become crude oil, declined to extinction. 
Modern insects and flowering plants appeared as the Cenozoic Era was 
about to commence, 65 million years ago. 
 

~~~ 
 

The age of the reptiles 
dawned during the Triassic, 
and the first dinosaurs 
appeared. Mammals also 
began to show up. 


