

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				
					
				
			

		

		
Velociraptor was a fierce and deadly creature that lived many millions of years ago during the Cretaceous Period. Thanks to films like ‘Jurassic Park’, the Velociraptor is one of the most popular and well-known dinosaur species. But this deadly dinosaur was actually smaller than you … and really looked more like a bird than a reptile. Read on to discover the true facts about this ferocious feathered dinosaur.



		Velociraptor was a member of the Dromaeosauridae family of dinosaurs, known as the raptors. It was smaller than other dinosaurs in the raptor group, which included Oviraptor, Deinonychus and Utahraptor.
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What Does ‘Velociraptor’ Mean?



		
Velociraptor is pronounced ‘Veh-loss-ih-rap-tor’. The name means ‘speedy thief’, from the Latin ‘velox’ meaning swift and ‘raptor’ meaning thief or plunderer. It was given this name because scientists thought that Velociraptor stole other dinosaurs’ eggs to eat. Velociraptors were also one of the fastest dinosaurs, running at speeds of up to 64 km/h (40 mph) over short distances – that’s about as fast as cars drive on city roads!



		The NBA basketball team, Toronto Raptors, based its team name and logo on this speedy dinosaur.
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		Velociraptor Appearance



		
The Velociraptor walked on two legs and had a long, stiff tail which helped it balance while running. It had a flat head and a long, narrow snout filled with razor-sharp teeth. Its short front arms were wing-like, and it was covered in feathers. In fact, if you saw one today, you’d probably think it was a very strange-looking scary bird! Similar to modern birds of prey such as the eagle, Velociraptor had a special, sharp claw on each back foot. This claw was curved and much longer than the others, measuring up to 9 centimetres (3.5 inches)!



		Scientists think Velociraptor held this special claw up off the ground when it walked, which would have helped keep it sharp.
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		Velociraptor Feathers



		
It wasn’t until quite recently that scientists realised that Velociraptor was actually a feathered dinosaur! In 2007, scientists found a Velociraptor forearm which had small ‘quill knobs’ on it. Quill knobs are round bumps on a bone where large feathers attach. Many birds today have these bumps on their bones too – but unlike most birds, Velociraptor was not able to fly. Its arms were too short, and its body was too long to get off the ground. Instead, scientists think Velociraptor used its feathers for warmth, as well as for display.



		Male Velociraptors may have had brightly coloured feathers to help them attract a mate.



		Velociraptors also had hollow bones like a bird.
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		Velociraptor Measurements



		
We usually think of dinosaurs as being big, heavy animals, but some of them were small, light and speedy – including Velociraptor. A fully-grown Velociraptor stood around 90 centimetres (3 feet) tall – about the height of a large dog – and measured 1.8 metres (6 feet) long from nose to tail. It only weighed about 15 kg (33 pounds), which is about the same weight as a human toddler!



		Compared to the size of its body, Velociraptor had quite a large brain. Because of this, scientists think it was probably smarter than most other dinosaurs.
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When and Where Did Velociraptor Live?



		Like all dinosaurs, Velociraptors lived millions of years ago. They were around in the Late Cretaceous Period, about 76 to 71 million years ago. Velociraptors roamed the Gobi Desert, an area across Northern China and Southern Mongolia. They lived in a hot and dry desert-like environment, which had fields of sand dunes and some streams and shrubs. They shared this habitat with other dinosaurs like Protoceratops, Oviraptor and Pinacosaurus, as well as many small lizards.



		Most Velociraptor fossils have been found in an area of the Gobi Desert known as the Flaming Cliffs. This area is famous for the huge numbers of dinosaur fossils that have been discovered there.
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		Diet



		
The Velociraptor was a carnivore that hunted or scavenged for meat. Although it was small, Velociraptor was also smart, very fast and armed with sharp weapons, making it a fearsome predator. Its diet probably included lizards, insects, smaller dinosaurs, mammals and even eggs stolen from other dinosaurs’ nests!



		When hunting, Velociraptors would have used their deadly curved toe claw for attacking and pinning down their prey, similar to the way eagles hunt.
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Velociraptor’s Way of Life



		
Velociraptors lived in the hot, dry desert. They stayed on the move for much of the day, running quickly over the hot sand. They would have spent most of their time hunting for food. Scientists think that the Velociraptors probably hunted together in groups, or packs. This clever way of hunting meant that Velociraptors were able to attack dinosaurs that were much larger than themselves, such as Protoceratops.



		Fossils from two or more Velociraptors have been found together along with their prey. Scientists think they sometimes fought each other over food.
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		Velociraptor’s Reproduction



		
Like all dinosaurs, Velociraptors reproduced by laying eggs. Since Velociraptors are similar to birds in other ways, scientists think they may have been warm-blooded like birds, too. This meant they would have needed to keep their nest of eggs warm. Female Velociraptors may have used their feathers to cover the eggs and keep them warm, as well as for hiding them from predators. When the baby Velociraptors hatched, the adults may have fed and looked after them until they were old enough to fend for themselves.



		Velociraptor had a lifespan of about twenty years.
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Discovering the Facts about Velociraptor



		Velociraptor died out about 70 million years ago. Scientists have been able to learn so much about them by studying the fossil remains they left behind, including bones, teeth and tracks found in the earth. The first Velociraptor fossils were discovered in the Gobi Desert in 1923, by a scientist called Peter Kaisen. Since then, many more Velociraptor fossils have been uncovered. These have helped provide scientists with important clues about how these prehistoric creatures lived. Many museums around the world now have Velociraptor fossils on display.



		So far, more fossils have been found for Velociraptor than for any of the other raptor dinosaurs.
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Famous Fossils



		One of the most famous fossils ever found shows a Velociraptor forever locked in battle with a Protoceratops. Discovered in Mongolia in 1971, the fossil clearly shows the two dinosaurs fighting. The Velociraptor is preserved with one of its long foot claws in the Protoceratops’ neck, while the Protoceratops is biting down on the raptor’s arm. It is thought they died in the middle of the fight, possibly after a sand dune collapsed, burying them in the sand. The fossil is important because it provides scientists with a rare picture of exactly how dinosaurs behaved while they were alive.



		Scientists think that sudden events like collapsing sand dunes may be the reason some fossils in the Gobi Desert are so well preserved. Because the animals were buried alive their bones were protected from scavengers.
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The Velociraptor was one of the most bird-like dinosaurs ever discovered. Our understanding of this carnivorous creature has come a long way in recent years, including the discovery that this dinosaur actually had feathers! Scientists still continue to study Velociraptor fossils. There are plenty of things left to learn about this fascinating ‘speedy thief’!
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