
The Astonishing World of Dinosaur Lives
Revealed By Their Trace Fossils
Throughout the history of our planet, dinosaurs have captivated the imagination
of humans. These magnificent creatures roamed the Earth millions of years ago,
leaving behind a wealth of evidence that helps us piece together their fascinating
lives. While the discovery of dinosaur bones is undoubtedly awe-inspiring, it's the
trace fossils they left behind that provide an even more intimate glimpse into their
world.

What are trace fossils, you may ask? Trace fossils include all non-bodily remains
that give us insight into the behavior and activities of ancient organisms. They
come in various forms, including footprints, trackways, burrows, nests, and even
feces, also known as coprolites. These remarkable signs of life offer us a tangible
connection to the distant past and allow us to reconstruct the behaviors and
patterns of dinosaurs in ways that bones alone cannot.

The Power of Dinosaur Footprints

Dinosaur footprints, or ichnofossils, are among the most common trace fossils
found around the world. These imprints in ancient mud or sedimentary rock
provide invaluable information about the size, stride, and speed of dinosaurs. By
carefully studying these footprints, paleontologists can determine whether the
dinosaur was walking, running, or even engaged in social behaviors.
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One example of the incredible insights brought forth by dinosaur footprints comes
from a site known as Dinosaur Ridge in Colorado, USA. Here, dozens of dinosaur
trackways have been uncovered, showcasing the movements of various species.
The tracks indicate that some dinosaurs walked alone, while others moved in
herds or even engaged in complex social interactions. Footprints also enable
scientists to estimate the weight and size of dinosaurs, as well as distinguishing
between different species.

Decoding Dinosaur Trackways

Trackways are a series of consecutive footprints left behind by a walking
dinosaur. These trackways are like ancient roadmaps, shedding light on dinosaur
behavior and ecology. By mapping trackways and analyzing their patterns,
scientists can reconstruct how dinosaurs navigated their environment and even
infer aspects of their social structure.

In the 1970s, a groundbreaking discovery was made in Australia at a site called
Lark Quarry. This location unveiled a trackway of more than 3,000 dinosaur
footprints, providing an astonishing snapshot of a moment in time. From these
tracks, experts deduced that a large group of small dinosaurs known as
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Coelurosaurs were fleeing from a much larger carnivorous dinosaur, believed to
be a relative of Tyrannosaurus rex.

Imagine the scene: these tiny dinosaurs desperately racing to escape the jaws of
a predator, as evidenced by their hurried footprints. Without trace fossils like
these, we would only have a partial picture of what life was like for dinosaurs.

Journey into the World of Dinosaur Burrows

Burrows, another type of trace fossil, offer valuable insights into the behavior and
lifestyle of dinosaurs. These underground tunnels and nests were created by
dinosaurs for various purposes, such as protection, nesting, or possibly foraging.

One exceptional discovery was made in Montana, USA, where paleontologists
unearthed a fossilized dinosaur burrow system. The extensive network of tunnels
belonged to a species of herbivorous dinosaur, likely intended for nesting or
protection from predators. The intricate structure and preservation of these
burrows provide scientists with a closer look at the nesting habits and social
behaviors of these ancient reptiles.

The Secrets Within Dinosaur Coprolites

No discussion about trace fossils would be complete without mentioning
coprolites, the fossilized feces of dinosaurs. While seemingly unappealing at first,
these "poo fossils" contain significant scientific value by revealing the diets and
digestive systems of dinosaurs.

In 2017, paleontologists studying a coprolite discovered in Saskatchewan,
Canada, made a groundbreaking finding. The fossil contained fragments of bone,
confirming that the dinosaur was a carnivorous predator. This revelation



completely overturned previous assumptions about the dinosaur's diet, rewriting
our understanding of its ecological role and interactions within its ecosystem.

The Ongoing Importance of Trace Fossils

Trace fossils continue to play a vital role in expanding our knowledge of
dinosaurs and their ancient world. By examining these remnants of past lives,
scientists can piece together the vibrant tapestry of prehistoric ecosystems and
gain insights into how dinosaurs interacted with their environment and with each
other.

However, the exploration of trace fossils is an ongoing process. Countless
undiscovered sites exist around the world, waiting to offer new revelations about
these remarkable creatures that once dominated the Earth. Each trace fossil
uncovered brings us closer to understanding the mystery of dinosaur lives and
offers another piece to the ever-evolving puzzle of our planet's past.

Trace fossils, such as footprints, trackways, burrows, and coprolites, illuminate
the lives of dinosaurs in ways that bones alone cannot. These extraordinary
remnants provide a deeper understanding of dinosaur behavior, interactions, and
ecology. As paleontologists continue to study and unearth these trace fossils, we
are constantly rewriting our knowledge of dinosaur lives and unraveling the
mysteries of our planet's prehistoric past.
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"Bubbles over with the joy of scientific discovery as he shares his natural
enthusiasm for the blend of sleuthing and imagination."—Publishers
Weekly, starred review

What if we woke up one morning all of the dinosaur bones in the world were
gone? How would we know these iconic animals had a165-million year history on
earth, and had adapted to all land-based environments from pole to pole? What
clues would be left to discern not only their presence, but also to learn about their
sex lives, raising of young, social lives, combat, and who ate who? What would it
take for us to know how fast dinosaurs moved, whether they lived underground,
climbed trees, or went for a swim?Welcome to the world of ichnology, the study of
traces and trace fossils – such as tracks, trails, burrows, nests, toothmarks, and
other vestiges of behavior – and how through these remarkable clues, we can
explore and intuit the rich and complicated lives of dinosaurs.

With a unique, detective-like approach, interpreting the forensic clues of these
long-extinct animals that leave a much richer legacy than bones, Martin brings
the wild world of the Mesozoic to life for the 21st century reader.
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