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THE ANCIENT CHINESE THOUGHT
DINOSALIRS WERE MAGICAL DRAGON:S.
BOY, WERE THEY WRONG!

Scientists thought they could only float-on water since they were so big. They were wrong,
too! Are we right about dinosaurs yet? Even today, once common ideas about dinosaurs are
changing as new discoveries are made. Kathleen V. Kudlinski and S. D. Schindler team up to
explore how the many theories about these fascinating creatures—sometimes right and
sometimes wrong—were formed, and how our ideas of today may someday seem as silly as
those of the ancient Chinese. Readers may find that they will be the scientists of tomorrow

who say, “Boy, were we wrong about dinosaurs!”
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Winner of the Grand Canyon Reader Award

* “Intelligently designed and imaginatively conceived, the artwork makes the text more
understandable and the whole book more beautiful.” —Booklist, starred review
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LONG/, LONG AGO; before people knew anything about dinosaurs,
giant bones were found in China. Wise men who saw the bones tried to guess

what sort of enormous animal they could have come from.




| _ After they studied the fossil bones, the ancient Chinese decided that .they.
AL came from dragons. They thought these_dra___g_gns must have been magic
dragons to be so large. And they be:_lieve_gl that dragons could still be ali\'}e, :

¥

Boy, were they wrong!




No one knows exactly what dinosaurs looked like. All that is left of them are
fossil bones and a few other clues. Now we think that many of our own past

guesses about dinosaurs were just as wrong as those of ancient China.




R
Ouch!
That’s not

right!

Some of our mistakes were little ones. When the first fossil bones of
Iguanodon were found, one was shaped like a rhino’s horn. Scientists
guessed that the strange bone fit like a spike on Iguanodon’s nose.



Boy, were we wrong about Iguanodon!
When a full set of fossil bones was found later, there were two pointed bones.
They were part of Iguanodon’s hands, not its nose!

&  Ahn! ¥
i Much better!




_Other new clues show us that we may have been wrong about every kmd
of-dmosaur. A8 SRALS ety P R

‘So'me of our flrst drawmgs of dmosaurs showed them thh their elbows and T
knees pomtmg out to the side, like a hzard’s wlth legs like that blg dmasaurs- e

could only waddle clums:ly on all fours or ﬂoat underwater. e




Now we know their legs were straight under them, like a horse’s. Dinosaurs
were not clumsy. The sizes and shapes of their leg bones seem to show that
some were as fast and graceful as deer.




Paintings in old books show dinosaurs dragging their tails in the dirt
because a few fossils of tail drags were found. And scientists couldn’t imagine
how muscles could hold up the enormous tails.
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Thousands of fossil footprints have now been found with no tail drag marks
at all. Clues in some dinosaur fossils show that their tailbones had stiff tendons
inside to help hold them out straight. With their heavy tails to provide balance,
many dinosaurs, even giant Apatosaurus, could probably stand on their hind
legs, reaching leaves in the tallest trees. Others, like Tyrannosaurus, always
walked on two legs.



DINOSAUR

Inside the bones, scientists have found surprises, too. We used to think that
dinosaurs were cold-blooded, like snakes and lizards. Cold-blooded animals
need to bask in the sun to warm their bodies. When scientists look through a
microscope at slices of lizard bones, they don’t see many blood vessels inside.
They do see rings where new bone grew slowly year by year.

Dinosaur bones look different. They have lots of blood vessels inside, and
new bone seems to grow around every one of them.






Scientists used to think all dinosaurs were scaly, because a few fossil skins
showed bumps that look like scales. Now more fossils have been found with
marks that seem to be from feathers. What did dinosaurs have on their skin:

bumps, scales, or feathers? We can only guess, but we have some good ideas.
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Because big animals lose heat more slowly, we think that the big dinosaurs,

like the big elephants of today, wouldn’t have needed fur or feathers to keep
themselves warm.
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In the last few years, fossils of many kinds of little dinosaurs have been
found. Some grew no bigger than pigeons. These small animals needed some
way to keep from losing their body heat. Some of the fossils show warm, fluffy

feathers like a baby chick’s. Others show long feathers like a rooster’s.




Scientists used to think that large dinosaurs were gray, like today’s gray
elephants. But if that were true, bigger meat-eating dinosaurs would be able
to see these gray dinosaurs against colorful leaves and grasses, and they
would be eaten. Now scientists think that dinosaurs had colorful patterns that
protected them from being found and eaten. Colors and patterns also probably
helped dinosaurs show their sex and age to other dinosaurs, the way birds do.

Recent X-rays of some dinosaur fossils show that they had birdlike skulls,
with room for large eyes and enough brain space for color vision.
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their own babies.



hyt

Now we have found foss:l dmosaur eggs in fossﬂ nests. SOme of the nests

| 'hold newly hatched babies. Other nests are packed tlghtly with older baby
~dinosaurs. These youngsters have scratches on their teeth from eating tough
plants. Did their mothers bring food b_ack to the nest? Or did the young go out
to feed, then come back home to sleep? We can only guess, but these are things

that lizards never do.




In one place, many nests of fossil dinosaur eggs have been found on a hill.
It must have been a safe place, because different kinds of dinosaur mothers
made their nests there year after year.

Fossil footprints have been found that show a whole herd of dinosaurs

walking together. Footprints of baby dinosaurs are there, too, walking safely
in the middle of the herd. So we know some dinosaurs took good care of their
babies.







Even our ideas about the end of the dinosaurs seem to have been wrong.
Scientists used to think that the world slowly dried out or got hotter and that
heat and disease killed every dinosaur.

In the last few years, we have found a fossil layer of dust that is probably
from outer space. This new clue makes us think a comet or asteroid might have
hit the Earth and exploded, setting off fires and tidal waves. It could have made
a huge dust cloud that would have poisoned the rain and blocked the sunshine
for years.



Most plants can’t grow without sunlight. And acid rain makes plants and
animals weak and sick. If the plants all died, the animals that ate those plants
couldn’t find food. And if those animals died, the meat-eaters wouldn’t have

any food, either.
Scientists think all this might have happened before the cloud settled to a
thick layer of dust on the earth. But we could still be wrong about the end of

the dinosaurs.













There are still dinosaur books in libraries and bookstores that show the old
ways of thinking. Scientists keep finding new clues, and our thinking has to
change. Perhaps today’s ideas about dinosaurs will someday seem just as silly
as the magic dragons of long-ago China.

When you grow up, you may be the scientist who makes us all say, "Boy,
were we wrong about dinosaurs!”



A DINOSAUR DISCOVERY TIMELINE

1822 Gideon Mantell, a British doctor, names an ancient animal Iguanodon.

1842 Richard Owen, an English anatomist and paleontologist, comes up with the term Dinosauria, or
“great reptile.”

1923 Explorer Roy Chapman Andrews finds dinosaur eggs in the Gobi Desert.

1964 Paleontologist John H. Ostrom questions the cold-bloodedness of dinosaurs.

1968 Paleontologist Robert Bakker draws dinosaurs standing straight with tails upheld.

1973 John H. Ostrom says birds are dinosaurs.

1970’s Walter Alvarez, a geologist, discovers a thin layer of iridium dust.

1978 Jack Horner finds dinosaur nests with fossil young still in them.

1999 Xiao-Chun Wu and Mark Norell both find feathered dinosaur fossils in China.

WHERE YOU CAN DIG FOR MORE INFORMATION

Norman, David, et al. Eyewitness: Dinosaurs. New York: DK Publishing, 2000.
Basic dinosaur facts and photos of fossils.

Lambert, David, et al. Dinosaur Encyclopedia: From Dinosaurs to the Dawn of Man. New York:
DK Publishing, 2001. Answers every possible question on the subject.

A FEW OF THE WORKS USED IN THE RESEARCH FOR THIS BOOK

Farlow, James, and M.K. Brett-Surman, eds. The Complete Dinosaur. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press,1997.
Horner, John. Digging Dinosaurs. New York: Workman Publishing Company, 1988.

Lucas, Spencer G. Dinosaurs: The Textbook. New York: McGraw-Hill Professional Publishing, 1996.
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KATHLEEN V. KUDLINSKI is the author of more than twenty books for young
readers, including Rachel Carson: Pioneer of Ecology and Earthquake! A Story of Old San
Francisco. Ms. Kudlinski writes at a desk that holds a set of bookends made of fossilized
dinosaur droppings. She lives in Connecticut.

$¢ Do SCHINDLER has illustrated many books for children, including The Snow Globe
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