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		‘Pterodactyl’ is the common nickname for these creatures – but scientists prefer to use the term ‘pterosaur’. The name pterodactyl actually refers to just one type of pterosaur. There were in fact at least 150 different types of pterosaurs!



		
Pterosaurs were one of the most weird and wonderful creatures to ever exist, not to mention that they were the largest animals that ever flew. They ruled the skies at the same time as the dinosaurs walked the Earth, over 200 million years ago. Today, the pterosaurs are long extinct, but their fossil remains have fascinated – as well as puzzled – scientists for centuries.
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		Modern birds evolved from small, feathered dinosaurs – not from pterosaurs.



		Apart from prehistoric insects, pterosaurs were the very first animals to fly – millions of years before birds or bats.



		

But pterosaurs were very different to the reptiles that live today, like snakes, crocodiles and lizards. In fact, they are more closely related to dinosaurs than they are to any other reptile.



		Pterosaur is pronounced ‘terr-oh-sore’. Although pterosaurs lived at the same time as dinosaurs, they were not actually dinosaurs. And though they could fly, they were not birds either. Pterosaurs were flying reptiles. Translated from Greek, the name literally means ‘winged lizards’.



		What Does ‘Pterosaur’ Mean?
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		Pterosaurs didn’t have feathers, like today’s birds. Instead, scientists think that certain groups of them were covered in a coat of fine fur, a bit like bats! This hair would have kept them warm.



		
There were many different kinds of pterosaurs, and they all looked slightly different. Some were the size of a sparrow, while others were as big as a giraffe! Some had long tails, some had short ones; some had very long necks, and others had large crests on their heads. But despite these differences, pterosaurs shared many of the same characteristics. All of them had large wings made out of skin, which stretched from the end of a very long fourth finger down to their legs. Most had long beaks filled with sharp, needle-like teeth. Pterosaurs also had large eyes, which helped them spot food from far away.



		Pterosaur Appearance
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		Pterosaur Measurements



		
Pterosaurs came in all different sizes. The smallest known pterosaur is Nemicolopterus, with a wingspan measuring about 250 mm (10 inches). That’s about the same size as a modern sparrow. The famous pterodactyl was a lot smaller than most people imagine … It had a wingspan of about 1 metre (3 feet), meaning it wasn’t much bigger than a common buzzard. Pteranodon was one of the largest pterosaurs, with a wingspan of over 7 metres (20 feet). But none came close to the biggest pterosaur of all, Quetzalcoatlus, the largest flying creature the world has ever known. Standing up, Quetzalcoatlus was as tall as a giraffe, and its wingspan measured around 12 metres (40 feet). In other words, it was the size of a small aeroplane!



		Quetzalcoatlus was named after the Aztec god Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent.
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		As well as flying, pterosaurs were able to walk on the ground using all four limbs, just like bats do now.



		
So how is it that such huge creatures were still able to fly? Well, pterosaurs had hollow, eggshell-thin bones filled with air, like the bones of birds. This meant that even the largest pterosaurs must have been relatively light for their size. Scientists believe that even with wings as wide as a house, a big pterosaur may have weighed no more than you do! Pterosaurs used their strong wings to glide on air currents, flapping occasionally to generate lift. In this way they were able to fly very long distances. The largest pterosaurs, like Quetzalcoatlus, could reach speeds of over 108 kilometres per hour (67 mph)!



		Pterosaur Wings
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		Some pterosaur fossils have even been found inside caves!



		
Pterosaurs lived millions of years ago. The first pterosaurs appeared in the late Triassic Period, and they continued to rule the ancient skies until the end of the Cretaceous Period, when they died out along with the dinosaurs (225 to 66 million years ago). Pterosaurs were found all over the world, from America to China, Japan, England, Africa, and many other places, too. Although they lived in a wide variety of environments, it is thought they mostly lived near rivers or seashores.



		When and
Where Did
They Live?
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		Scientists have compared most pterosaurs feeding habits to modern day seagulls. They likely flew low over the ocean and plucked small fish from the waves.



		
Pterosaurs were mostly carnivores (meat eaters) and scavengers. Those that lived near water fed mostly on fish. They would have used their long, narrow jaws to snatch up fish from the surface of the water, and many had sharp claws that they could grab and hold onto prey with. Pterosaurs that lived far from water ate small animals. Smaller pterosaurs may have also eaten insects, while the biggest ones likely soared the skies hunting for baby dinosaurs!



		Diet
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		Scientists think that pterosaurs nested on the ground in large groups, much like seabirds do today.



		
A young pterosaur is called a flapling. Like most reptiles, pterosaurs reproduced by laying eggs. The eggs had leathery shells and were buried in nests underground. When the eggs hatched, pterosaurs may have looked after their babies for a short time, but it is thought that the flaplings grew quickly and were ready to fly quite soon after birth. They lived on insects until they were old enough to fly the nest and fend for themselves.



		Reproduction
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Although pterosaurs were predators themselves, there is some evidence to suggest that they sometimes became prey themselves. One pterosaur fossil was found with the broken tooth of a Spinosaurus in it! It is likely they could have fallen prey to other meat-eating dinosaurs too, as well as sea reptiles, crocodiles and sharks. Pterosaurs were most vulnerable when on the ground, where they were most likely slow and clumsy – but once in the air they were untouchable.



		Predators of Pterosaur
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When Did They Become Extinct?



		Pterosaurs thrived for 150 million years, right up until the time they suddenly went extinct 66 million years ago. It was at this time that a massive asteroid slammed into Earth, killing the dinosaurs, and scientists mostly agree that this same impact must have wiped out the pterosaurs as well. The blast would have killed many of the pterosaurs immediately, and the ones that were left would likely have found it hard to survive in the quickly changing climate that it caused. Large pterosaurs may also have struggled to find enough food. Whatever the cause, the mighty pterosaurs had disappeared. Their extinction allowed early birds to take over the skies.



		While dinosaur numbers were falling long before the asteroid hit, scientists have found that there were many different pterosaur species still thriving at this time.
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		Fragments of pterosaur bones have been found all over the world, including Antarctica! But complete skeletons have only been found in places where there were perfect conditions for preservation, such as at the bottom of the sea.



		
Scientists have learnt a lot about pterosaurs since the first fossils were discovered in 1784, uncovering more than 150 different species of the flying reptiles – but there is still much they do not know. Thanks to the delicate, hollow bones that allowed them to fly, pterosaur skeletons preserved poorly, and their fossils are very rare. The gaps left in the fossil record mean that scientists still have many questions that can’t yet be answered.



		Since pterosaurs lived millions of years before humans, scientists rely on bone and fossil remains in order to gather information about these ancient creatures.



		Discovering the Facts about Pterosaurs
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Thankfully, research into pterosaurs is ongoing, and scientists are making new discoveries about these amazing creatures all the time. Some think there are many more pterosaur remains to be found. Perhaps one day we will be able to learn exactly what they looked like, how they lived, and why they vanished – or even discover a new kind of pterosaur.
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