
Discovering creatures from the past
Fossils have fascinated humans forever. Part of 

the reason why we know the tyrannosaurus 
rex was so ferocious, and how gigantic the 
towering titanosaur really was, is because  
of what fossils reveal. Fossils are about much 
more than just dinosaurs, though. Fossils tell us 
incredible secrets about our planet, such as how 
long life has existed on Earth, and how plants  
and animals have evolved over time.
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All about fossils All about fossils

Learn about the most fascinating 
fossil finds of all time.

Where to find fossils
Fossils are the preserved remains or 
impressions of plants or animals. To be called 
a fossil, a specimen needs to be at least 
10,000 years old. Over hundreds of years, 
experts have found thousands of fossils 
that belong to many different 
prehistoric creatures, which help 
scientists piece together what 
life was like millions of years 
ago. New fossils are turning 
up all the time. It was 
recently reported that a  
fossil used in primary school 
lessons was in fact a previously 
unknown species of dinosaur. The 
protoichthyosaurus, which lived about 
200 million years ago, was a shark-like, 
swimming reptile. Researchers say that a 
fossil of this creature, which was kept in a 
storeroom at the University of Nottingham 
and used in 
classrooms, is 
actually the first 
known fossil of 
its kind.

What are fossils?

One of the best places to find fossils is on the 
beach near rocks and cliffs. That’s because the 
wind and sea wear away at the cliffs, 
exposing the fossils. Carefully look on the side 
of cliffs or under rocks for impressions of 
different creatures. You might even be lucky 
enough to find a bone poking out from the 
ground. Fossils are commonly found in 
sedimentary rock, such as sandstone, 
limestone and shale. Make sure you check 
before you go fossil hunting, though,  
because not everywhere in the UK  
allows it. Find out more at ukfossils.co.uk

How do fossils form?
When prehistoric creatures died, only those 
that were buried quickly under the ground  
or on the seafloor became fossilised. The soft 
parts of the bodies rotted away, leaving the 
skeleton. Over thousands of years, these  
were buried under tonnes of sediment,  
which is usually mud or sand. As the pressure 
increased, this sediment became hard rock. 
After millions of years, the skeleton dissolved, 
leaving a space in the stone. Water, rich in 
minerals, entered the space, making a cast in 
the skeleton’s shape. These fossils are known 
as cast fossils. Other types of fossils include 
trace fossils, which are impressions like 
footprints; and preserved fossils, which form 
when animals become trapped in substances 
such as amber (fossilised tree resin). 

Oldest fossil 
The oldest fossil 
ever discovered is 
around 4.2 billion 
years old. It proved 
that organisms 
were alive 
hundreds of 
millions of years 
earlier than 
scientists had 
previously thought. 
The fossils are of 
microscopic 
bacteria, smaller 
than the width of  
a human hair. They 
were found in rock 
formations in 
Quebec, Canada, 
earlier this year.

Most unusual fossil
These fossils of two deadly 
dinosaurs engaged in a 
monstrous fight are among 
the most unusual examples 
ever found. They belonged 
to a velociraptor and a 
protoceratops, which were 
suddenly buried by a 
landslide around 74 million 
years ago. They were 
discovered in the Gobi 
Desert in Mongolia, in 1971.

Largest fossil 
Back in 2014, 
palaeontologists 
unearthed a 2.4-metre-
long thigh bone fossil, 
belonging to one of the 
largest dinosaurs ever 
discovered. It came 
from a titanosaur –  
an enormous plant-
eating dinosaur. This 
creature measured 
around 40 metres in 
length and weighed  
77 tonnes – as heavy  
as 14 African elephants.

Best preserved 
One of the best-
preserved and  
most complete 
tyrannosaurus rex 
fossils found so far 
is “Sue”. Discovered  
on 12 August 1990  
in South Dakota, US, 
Sue is around 90% 
complete, making it 
the best specimen of  
a fossilised T. rex ever 
found. Sue was named 
after Sue Hendrickson, 
the palaeontologist 
who found it. Sue 
measures around  
12 metres from snout  
to tail, and boasts  
58 dagger-like teeth.

Smallest fossil 
A 50-million-year-old 
mite (a tiny creature), 
two-tenths of a 
millimetre long, was 
found on a fossilised 
spider in 2011. The mite 
could only be seen with  
a microscope. The spider 
was found in amber. 
Amber is fossilised tree 
resin – a sticky substance 
that oozes from trees.

FOSSIL  SCIENTISTThe study of fossils  is known as palaeontology. It 
comes from three Greek words; 
palaeo which means ancient, 
onto which means being  and logy which  means study.

DID YOU  
KNOW?

The word fossil comes 

from the Latin word 

fossus, meaning having 

been dug up.

A computer 
scan image of 

the mite. 

A skeleton 
buried beneath 

sediment. 
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