
Controlling the Cold
Cold weather has led to mass extinctions, yet without it humans never 

would have evolved to walk on two feet. Cold divided the ancient world 

into farmers and nomads, sparking endless wars, and it also helped put 

an end to Napoleon’s empire. Ice helped sink the Titanic but also raised 

skyscrapers to the heavens. In this episode, viewers learn how the con-

quest of cold has helped humans eat a balanced diet and survive the 

harshest of conditions. Viewers will also learn that both heat and cold are 

necessary for humans to thrive and gain insights into the ways tempera-

ture changes have shaped history. 

Curriculum Links
H2®’s Big History series is a great fit with a range of courses and units on history, science and technol-
ogy, social studies and global studies. It is most appropriate for high school students but is suitable 
for middle school students as well. The series can be used as a companion to the Big History Project 

online course and curriculum. (Visit www.bighistoryproject.com to learn more.)

Identif  ication Terms
The terms below are used in this episode; defining them will help students understand some of the 
concepts explored in this series. Using a dictionary or another resource, students can find definitions 
for these terms before or after watching the episode. As they are watching, students can also keep a 

list of terms from each episode in the Big History series to define.

adapt   inevitability  optimal
dissipate   innovation  prerequisite
entrepreneurial  metabolism  radiate
gradient   nomadic 

Discussion Questions
1.  What are some of the ways humans have adapted to survive the cold? 
2.  What happens when the temperature of the human body falls below 95 degrees? 
3.  What are some of the advantages of being warm-blooded? What are some of the dangers?
4. How did cold weather influence the Mongols?
5.  Why is fire easy to create on Earth, and how has fire shaped our history? Conversely, how has  

refrigeration affected our history?
6.  How did Earth develop the perfect temperature for liquid water to form, and why is water so  

essential to human life?



Activities
1.  Big History of Napoleon’s Defeat. In this episode, viewers learn about Napoleon’s defeat by  

Russian forces in 1812. Research this event and write a short synopsis of the event, the reasons why 
Napoleon’s army was defeated, and how a Big History perspective on this event helps shed new light 
on the outcome. 

2.  Litte Ice Age Depicted. From the 16th through 19th centuries, a “Little Ice Age” occurred, causing 
climates to plunge in parts of Europe and North America. Flemish artist Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s 
famous painting “The Hunters in the Snow” captured this period. Locate an image of this painting 
online and analyze what it reveals about the impact of the cold. How have humans adapted to the cold 
weather? How might it affect them? Discuss in a classroom setting or create a short presentation or 
essay about this painting. 

3.  Unique Conditions. Choose one example from this episode or your own research about how cold 
affected an event or series of events in history. Alternately, create a “Little Big History” about Frederic 
Tudor and his innovations. 

4.  Heating and Cooling. In this episode, viewers learn about the ways refrigeration and air condition-
ing affected world history. Imagine that your access to air conditioning and refrigeration ended today. 
How would this affect your life? Create a presentation, short video, or write an article about how air 
conditioning and refrigeration affected world history. 

Ref  lections After Watching
What were the three most interesting things you learned from watching this episode of Big History?

Web Links
Short video about humans during the Ice Age:  
www.history.com/videos/early-humans-survive-the-ice-age

Related article about Frederic Tudor: 
www.history.com/news/the-man-who-shipped-new-england-ice-around-the-world

Big History Project:
www.bighistoryproject.com

Related Reading
Note: These books are recommended for educators and advanced student readers who may want to read 
selections from these books to further their understanding of the topics explored in this episode. 
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