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Ancestral Woolly Rhino from the Zanda Basin in Ti-
bet China Suggests Origin of Ice Age Megaher—
bivores in High Plateau

Deng Tao' Wang Xiaoming' > Li Qiang'

1. Key Laboratory of Evolutionary Systematics of Vertebrates
Institute of Vertebrate Paleontology and Paleoanthropology
Chinese Academy of Sciences Beijing 100044
2. Department of Vertebrate Paleontology Natural History
Museum of Los Angeles County Los Angeles CA 90007 USA

A new Pliocene mammal assemblage is reported
from a high altitude basin in western Himalaya inclu—
ding a new species of the woolly rhino. Ice Age
megafauna have long been known to be associated with
global cooling during the Pleistocene and their adapta—
tions to cold environments such as large body size
long hair and snow-sweeping structures are best exem—
plified by the woolly mammoths and woolly rhinos.
These traits were assumed to have evolved as a response
to the ice sheet expansion. The known fossil record sug—
gests that the woolly rhino evolved in Asia but its early
ancestry remains elusive. The new middle Pliocene ( ~
3.7 million years ago) woolly rhino Coelodonia thibet—
ana from the high-altitude Zanda Basin at the foothill

of the Himalayas in southwestern Tibet occupies the
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most basal position of the Coelodonta lineage and is the
earliest representative of the genus. As the Ice Age be—
gan about 2. 8 million years ago the Tibetan woolly
rthino descended through intermediate forms to low al—
titude high latitude regions in northern Eurasia and a—
long with the Tibetan yak argali and bharal became
part of the emerging Mammuthus-Coelodonta fauna in

the middle to late Pleistocene. The new Tibetan fossils
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suggest that some megaherbivores first evolved in Tibet
before the beginning of the Ice Age. The cold winters in
high Tibet served as a habituation ground for the mega—
herbivores which became pre-adapted for the Ice Age
successfully expanding to the FEurasian mammoth
steppe.

Keywords: Ice Age megafauna; woolly rhino; Plio—

cene; Tibetan Plateau; global change
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