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The Earth is very old -- 4.5 billion years or more -- according to recent 
estimates. This vast span of time, called geologic time by earth scientists, is 
difficult to comprehend in the familiar time units of months and years, or 
even centuries. How then do scientists determine geologic time, and why do 
they believe the Earth is so old? A great part of the secret of the Earth's 
age is locked up in its rocks, and our centuries-old search for the key led to 
the beginning and nourished the growth of geologic science.  
Mankind's speculations about the nature of the Earth inspired much of the 
lore and legend of early civilizations, but at times there were flashes of 
insight. The ancient historian Herodotus, in the 5th century B.C., made one of 
the earliest recorded geological observations. After finding fossil shells far 
inland in what are now parts 
of Egypt and Libya, he 
correctly inferred that the 
Mediterranean Sea had once 
extended much farther to 
the south. Most did not 
believe him, and the idea was 
ignored. In the 3rd century 
B.C., Eratosthenes depicted a 
spherical Earth and even 
calculated its diameter and 
circumference, but the 
concept of a spherical Earth 
was beyond the imagination 
of most men. 
Only 500 years ago, sailors 
aboard the Santa Maria 
begged Columbus to turn back 
lest they sail off the Earth's 
"edge." Similar opinions about 
the nature and age of the 
Earth have changed through 
the centuries. Most people, 
however, appear to have 
traditionally believed the  
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Earth to be quite young--that its age might be 
measured in terms of thousands of years, but 
certainly not in millions.  
As animals and plants evolve (change over time), 
some groups die out - become extinct - as the 
dinosaurs did 65 million years ago. New groups have 
also appeared, like the birds, which evolved from 
dinosaurs.  Paleontologists use the extinction and 
appearance of different groups to define geological 
periods. If you put all the geological periods 
together you have constructed a geological 
timescale. The geological timescale records changes 
in the fossil record.  The evidence for an ancient 
Earth is concealed in the rocks that form the 
Earth's crust and surface. The rocks are not all the 
same age -- or even nearly so -- but, like the 
pages in a long and complicated history, they record 
the Earth’s shaping events and life of the past. The 
record, however, is incomplete, and will change as 
technologies improve. 
 
ASSIGNMENT 

1.  Based on scientific estimates, approximately 
how old is the Earth? (KNOWLEGDE RI 8.1) 

2. What can explain Herodotus’ shells discovery so 
far inland in what are now parts of Egypt and 
Libya? (ANALYSIS RI 8.6) 

3. Why do you believe people have always been 
interested in the age of the Earth? Use 
evidence from this article to support your 
ideas, and explain them in 4-6 sentences. 
(EVALUATION 8.8) 


