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 Introduction 
to the 
Mesozoic Era

Picturing dinosaurs and the world in which they lived tickles the imagina-
tion. Creatures that disappeared from the planet 65 million years ago become 
vivid in our minds as we read and study them. But think about it – some of the 
biggest animals to have ever roamed the Earth may have walked across what 
is now your backyard. Th eir fossilised bones may rest beneath your own fl oor!

Spinosaurus and Psittacosaurus
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Paleontologists constantly fi nd new information about the Mesozoic Era – 
the time of the dinosaurs – through new discoveries, research on bones stored 
away and forgotten or new experiments that reveal details that scientists cen-
turies ago could not have dreamed.

What colour were dinosaurs? Th at is becoming clearer than ever before. Are 
birds really related to those gigantic beasts of the past? Th e links are surprising 
and the evidence mounting. Did dinosaurs communicate with sounds? Some, 
it appears, did exactly that. Were any dinosaurs feathered? Yes – more than you 
might realise.

Not every discovery comes from a trained paleontologist. A 14-year-old 
boy made one new discovery – a dinosaur named Bambiraptor after the famous 
Disney character. Mary Anning walked the beaches of England in the 1800s, 
searching for fossils she documented with incredible accuracy. Fossils some-
times show up in farmers’ fi elds, when workers build a bridge or when rocks 
are dug from a quarry. Touching a fossil, seeing one on display in a museum, 
or reading about the dinosaur that left the remains brings it all a little closer 
to home.

After all, dinosaurs perished about 65 million years ago after surviving 
through incredible changes in the world for 186 million years. Th at length of 
time proves diffi  cult to visualise. Imagine a piece of paper representing one 
year. Stack 10 or 15 papers and they represent a student who is 10 or 15 years 
old. It’s not a very tall stack. A ream of computer paper is around 5 centimetres 
high and contains 500 sheets of paper, or 500 years. Piling reams of paper to 
represent 65 million years would result in a stack about 6000 metres high, the 

cruising altitude of a small jet. And that represents how 
long ago the last dinosaur vanished. Th e stack of papers 

reaching back to when dinosaurs fi rst appeared 
would be about 24 000 metres high. 

Th e world then was much diff erent than the 
world in which we live today. Th e time period from 

about 250 million years ago to 65 million years ago 
is called the Mesozoic Era. Th at time frame is further divided 

into three periods: the Triassic, the Jurassic and the Cretaceous. 
Dinosaurs in one form or another lived during all three of those times. 
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Brachiosaurus

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



© 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743304259 • PRU4259  3

Introduction to the Mesozic Era

As the world changed, so did the dino-
saurs. Most started out modestly sized. 
Th ey usually moved on two hind legs. Some 
were predators; others ate tough plant 
material. As time passed, dinosaurs 
evolved into larger and much larger 
giants. Leaves and vegetation were 
plentiful and dinosaurs consumed a 
lot of them. Predators had to evolve, 
too, or they would never have been able 
to attack and kill the mighty beasts for food. As 
more time passed, the hides of prey toughened and 
some even grew armour. Predator’s teeth had to grow 
longer and their jaws needed to become more 
powerful.

Even though dinosaurs were the dominant 
species during the Mesozoic Era, they were not the 
only animals on the planet. Reptiles were everywhere, scurrying among leaf 
litter on forest fl oors, fl ying through the skies and swimming in the waters. 
Insects such as spiders, dragonfl ies and cockroaches also lived during the era. 
Mammals were just beginning to get their start in the world. Th ey would not 
rise to domination until the next era.

By the time the Mesozoic Era wound to a close, dinosaurs had become 
incredibly diverse and diff erent. Other animal life on Earth was starting to 
compete with them for space and food, but dinosaurs continued to adapt to a 
changing world the same as they had done for millions of years. Th en everything 
crashed. A great extinction took more than 70% of all life on the planet, includ-
ing the large dinosaurs. Scientists still debate the cause of the extinction, but 
that picture is also becoming clearer. 

Hopefully, this book will fuel your desire to understand more about dino-
saurs and the time in which they lived. Even if you have just a passing thought 
or two about these mighty animals, you may fi nd new information that fans 
the fl ames of learning inside you. Maybe you will look diff erently at the birds 
stopping by your garden, or want to visit a place like the National Dinosaur 
Museum. It’s an exciting world. Learn all you can of it.
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 Note on Using the Dictionary
Th is book has three sections devoted to describing some of the dinosaurs 

discovered over the past several centuries. Th ose sections are divided into the 
three periods of the Mesozoic Era – the Triassic, the Jurassic and the Cretaceous 
– and each has an alphabetical listing of the dinosaurs that lived during those 
time periods. Each dinosaur’s entry lists

  its genus name
  how to pronounce the name
  how long ago it lived (mya, or million years ago)
  its estimated length in metres
  its estimated weight in kilograms
  the country, state or region where its fossils were discovered
  its diet (carnivore, herbivore, omnivore)
  a description and facts about the dinosaur.

You’ll also discover other animals of the Mesozoic Era, including reptiles, 
insects and mammals, as well as fascinating sidebars about experiments, 
important people and other dinosaur facts. Digging Deeper sections will take 
you on in-depth explorations of several important topics, including the link 
between dinosaurs and birds and – of course – extinction. Th e Dinosaur Bites 
section provides activities and other resources, including a quiz and tips for 
fossil hunting. If you fi nd a few words that you do not understand, the follow-
ing section on basic terms of the Mesozoic Era may help you. 

Spinosaurus 
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Sauropod Heart Health
A perplexing question facing paleontologists is how 

the giant sauropods pumped blood all the way up to their 
heads, seemingly in def iance of gravity. Scientists estimate 
that the heart of a Barosaurus would have to weigh several 
tonnes in order to have enough strength to pump blood up 
its nearly 15-metre neck. Columbia University researchers 
calculated that the blood pressure required to make that 
happen would have to be 700 mm of mercury or more. 
By comparison, a person’s blood pressure is only about 120 
mm of mercury. That high a pressure could damage the 
small blood vessels inside a Barosaurus’s lungs. Plus, the 
Columbia researchers reckoned that a heart as massive 
as scientists estimate would pump blood so slowly that 
it would all pour back down the neck before the next 
heartbeat.

How do you think these giant beasts were able to get 
blood all the way up their necks to their heads? Give it 
some thought before f inding what paleontologists think on 
page 10.

y
blood all the way up their necks to their heads? Give it 
some thought before f inding what paleontologists think on 
page 10.
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 Introduction to the 
Triassic Period

251 to 199 mya

Th e world in Triassic times would not at all resemble the world in which 
we all live today. Polar ice caps were missing, and all of the continents were 
connected as one big land mass known as Pangaea. Th e interior of that land 
mass was nothing more than a hot, dry desert because the mass was so large 
that rain could not reach that far inland before evaporating. Th e coastal edges 
of Pangaea were green, as were river valleys. Days were a little shorter – about 
22¾   hours long instead of 24 – because the Earth rotated faster.

Triassic plants, many species of which still exist today, had tough leaves. 
Cycads, a palm-like tree, ginkgo, horsetails and conifer trees all fl ourished in 
the temperate climate zones.

But the beginning of the Triassic Period and the end of the previous, the 
Permian Period, was marked by the largest mass extinction to have ever hit 
the Earth. It destroyed about 90% of life on the planet. Almost all trees were 
wiped out. Less than 5% of marine life survived, and less than one third of all 
large land animals made it. Th e exact cause of the extinction is not known, but 
it took millions of years for life to recover. Among the new species that found 
success in the Triassic world were dinosaurs.

Reptiles also found success in the new world. Some, the pterosaurs, took 
to the skies while others, such as Elasmosaurus, roamed the oceans. Mammals 
began to make an appearance as they evolved from reptile cousins.

Yet another mass extinction marked the end of the Triassic Period, but this 
one actually helped dinosaurs. Th ey were left unaff ected while many of their 
competitors for food and territory vanished.© H
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 Blikanasaurus (bli-KAHN-oh-SORE-us)
Age:  216–203 mya
Size:  5 m long
Weight:  250 kg
Location:  Lesotho
Food:  Herbivore

Blikanasaurus is the earliest known example of a 
dinosaur that walked, ate, and spent the majority of its 
time on all fours. Scientists determined this from a huge 
hind leg that, with its stout foot, looked like it could 
have belonged to a sauropod. Measurements of that 
leg section suggest a massively built dinosaur. Th e 
fossil came from Mount Blikana, which is where this 
dino got its name.

Chindesaurus (CHIN-dee-SORE-us)
Age:  227–210 mya
Size:  2.5 m long
Weight:  15 kg
Location:  USA (Arizona, 
Texas, New Mexico)
Food:  Carnivore

A light and fast moving predator, the fi rst 
fossils of this dinosaur were discovered in 
Arizona’s Petrifi ed Forest. Since then, scientists 

uncovered several partial specimens. Th ey also 
found a single tooth from Chindesaurus, 
and it showed the serrated edges of a 
hunter. Chindesaurus had long legs and 

a tapered tail. Its name means “Chinde liz-
ard” after the area where it was found.
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Dracoraptor, from the Jurassic Period
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