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DINOSAURS
THE TRUTH BEHIND
NATURAL HISTORY’S
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01 THE WORD ‘DINOSAUR’ 
MEANS TERRIBLE LIZARD

The word ‘dinosaur’ was fi rst used in 1841 
by biologist Sir Richard Owen. It is from the 
Greek word ‘deinos’, meaning terrible or 
great, and ‘sauros’, meaning lizard.

02 DINOSAURS 
WERE NOT LIZARDS

Despite being named ‘terrible lizards’, 
dinosaurs were anatomically very 
different from other reptiles and are 
not that closely related.

04 CAVEMEN NEVER 
MET THE DINOSAURS

The reign of the dinosaurs came to an end 
66 million years ago, but humans have only 
been around for 200,000 years. Our 
ancestors did not share a world with the 
dinosaurs, but they did encounter sabre-
toothed cats and woolly mammoths.
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n the rocks, providing a fossil record of what they looked like

Around 230 million years ago, the world was
a very different place. The land was joined
together to form a single continent, and the

dominant animals were reptiles. These enormous
animals included some of the largest creatures to
have ever walked the Earth.

Over the course of their 165-million-year reign,
the world underwent tremendous changes. The
landmasses tore apart, and the climate became
cooler and wetter. Seas appeared and
disappeared, and plants started to dominate the
land, covering the landscape in ferns, horsetails
and conifers.

Over the course of the Mesozoic Era, dinosaurs
came to inhabit every landmass, diversifying into
a huge variety of weird and wonderful shapes. All
dinosaurs are thought to be descended from a
small two-legged ancestor weighing just a few
kilograms, but some evolved claws for grasping,
others had bony armour, spikes, scales and horns,
and some became enormous four-legged giants
with extremely long necks and tails. Over time,
dinosaurs became larger and larger on average.

These enormous animals were reliant on the
environment for their survival, but 66 million years
ago disaster struck. Around this time, a colossal
asteroid struck the Earth, volcanic eruptions
spewed ash into the sky, and high oxygen levels
fuelled fires on the ground. The sea level dropped
and 75 per cent of life on the planet perished.

Mammals could keep warm, were able to
reproduce more rapidly and could burrow
underground, so they quickly came to dominate
the post-dinosaur world. Although the large
dinosaur species died out in the mass extinction
event, some of the theropods survived. They had
evolved to become smaller over time, so were
better able to cope with the changing
environment. There is mounting evidence that
birds descended from these adaptable dinosaurs.

The dinosaurs are some of the most successful
animals to have ever lived on Earth. They
dominated the planet for over 150 million years,
and despite suffering catastrophic losses at the
time of the mass extinction event 66 million years
ago, their ancestors are still among us and still
manage to colonise every corner of the planet.

How It Works  |  013WWW.HOWITWORKSDAILY.COM

A BRIEF HISTORY OF
DINOSAURS

07 TRICERATOPS HAD
UP TO 800 TEETH

Triceratops might be known for their
horns, but these icons of the
Cretaceous period had another
special feature. They had hundreds
of teeth, stacked on top of one
another in groups of three to five in
piles called ‘dental batteries’.

08 NOT ALL PREHISTORIC REPTILES
WERE DINOSAURS

Over 230 million years ago, the Earth was dominated by
large mammal-like reptiles like Dimetrodon and 
Lystrosaurus. They might look like dinosaurs, but they 
are actually more closely related to modern mammals.

05 NO ONE KNOWS 
WHAT COLOUR 

DINOSAURS REALLY WERE
The coloured pictures of dinosaurs 
seen in textbooks are guesswork 
based on what we know about 
animals today, but scientists have 
analysed melanosomes (pigment 
cells) found in fossils and are piecing 
together their real colours.

Compsognathus
Late Jurassic
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HISTORY
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12SAUROPODS DID NOT LIVE IN WATER
Early ideas about how sauropods like Diplodocus lived portrayed

them walking underwater like hippos. They had nostrils on the top of their
heads, and scientists thought they would use their necks like snorkels.
However, with large bodies, the crushing weight of water would have
prevented them from breathing, and we now know they lived on land.

10SAUROPODS WERE
HUGE HERBIVORES

The four-legged dinosaurs with long tails and
necks are known as sauropods. The most
common were Diplodocus and Camarasaurus.

11DIPLODOCUS HAD 15
VERTEBRAE IN ITS NECK

At least, we think it did … there are very few
complete specimens. For comparison, a
human has seven neck vertebrae.

13TITANOSAURS LAID
THE LARGEST EGGS

The larger an egg is, the thicker its shell
has to be. Even the monstrous
titanosaurs had to lay relatively small
eggs so that oxygen and carbon
dioxide could cross over
the walls of the shell.

15 YOU CAN TELL IF A DINOSAUR 
WAS FEMALE BY LOOKING AT 

HER BONES
Medullary bone lines the inside of bones and stores 
calcium to help make eggshells. It forms in female 
birds in the run-up to egg laying, and its presence 
in fossils can also reveal if a dinosaur was female.

22HADROSAURS HAD 
DUCK-LIKE BILLS

Hadrosaurs were the “ rst dinosaurs found 
in North America, and since the 19th 
century, hundreds have been unearthed. 
These herbivores had a very distinctive 
appearance, with duck-like beaks adapted 
for clipping vegetation, and crested heads 
that might have been helped to transmit 
sounds over long distances.

23 ORNITHOMIMIDS 
LOOKED AND LIVED

LIKE OSTRICHES
Ornithomimid means •bird mimic•, 
and these two-legged dinosaurs 
really do look familiar. They had long,
muscular legs, large, rounded bodies
and long necks with small heads. Like
modern ostriches, these dinosaurs 
were extremely fast on their feet.

25 PACHYCEPHALOSAURS 
HAD THICK SKULLS

Pachycephalosaur means •thick-
headed lizard•. The bone at the top of 
their skull could be up to 25cm (10in) 
thick, and their faces were covered in 
bumps and spikes. These dramatic 
features could have been for “ ghting, 
or they might just have been for show, 
like the antlers on modern deer.

These long-necked giants are among the 
largest animals to have ever lived  SAUROPODS

DIPLODOCUS, ONE OF 
THE LONGEST 

DINOSAURS, WAS THE 
LENGTH OF 

THREE BUSES

33m

Charon
Late Creta
China

24 DINOSAURS DIDN•T 
HAVE TWO BRAINS

Stegosaurus had a tiny brain, but at 
the base of its spine there was an 
enlarged space. Scientists once 
thought it might have housed a 
second, larger brain to control its legs, 
but this idea has been discredited as 
birds have a similar opening to store 
the energy-rich substance glycogen.
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