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WHO HASN’T DREAMED OF BEING ABLE TO FLY? 


For many animals, flight is not a dream but an everyday 


reality and an essential part of their survival kit. Even a short 


glide can mean the difference between life and death, offering 


a quick escape from predators.  


But the ability to really fly – to get into the air, stay there 


and choose a direction – opens up all sorts of possibilities. 


Flying animals can travel through the air ten times faster than 


animals of the same size can run on land. This means that 


even the tiniest fliers can search further for food, mates and 


places to live than non-flying creatures. 


However, flying isn’t easy. Finding the balance between 


body weight, wing size and muscle strength is a puzzle 


that evolution has solved in different ways, giving us 


flying creatures as diverse as mosquitoes and albatrosses.


The creatures that have mastered flight have become some 


of the most successful on Earth. Their relationships with 


plants, as pollinators and seed spreaders, make them vital 


to the health of habitats everywhere, and to our food crops.















But now their survival is threatened by habitat destruction, 


pollution, hunting and climate change. 


This book is an exploration of some of the many amazing and 


beautiful animals that fly and live their lives in the air. It is a plea 


to humans to change our behaviour before it’s too late, because 


our fate is carried on their wings.


A NOTE ABOUT SCIENTIFIC NAMES


Every kind of living thing, or ‘species’, has a scientific name which 


is in two parts, like this: 


Morpho menelaus. 



The first part tells you what the species is related to, a bit like its 


surname (in this case 


Morpho


), and the second part shows which 


member of the family it is, in this case


 menelaus


. No two living 


things have the same two-part name so 


Morpho


 


menelaus


 can 


only mean one species: the blue morpho butterfly.


You’ll find these scientific names written after every English 


species name, or ‘common’ name, in this book. If you only see 


the scientific name that means no one has thought of a common 


name yet.
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Gliding is the simplest way to get airborne. Animals can glide by dropping from a height 


or by picking up speed and leaping into the air. Gliding animals can’t stay airborne, as they 


lack the ability to ﬂ  ap, so their ﬂ  ights lose height fast and can’t last long. But even a short 


glide can be useful!
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Extra-big webbed feet help FLYING FROGS to glide a 



little so they can jump even further.


Even some tree snakes get in on the gliding act. FLYING SNAKES can flatten 



their bodies and curve their undersides to turn a fall into a glide that 


carries them to the next tree.
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DRACO LIZARDS have ribs that 



fan out with skin stretched 


between them.


Glidin


g


 from tree to tree


 


Climbing trees and crossing the forest floor is tiring and dangerous 


for small animals. Gliding uses less energy and is a handy way to  


escape quickly from predators. 


SUGAR GLIDERS glide on skin stretched 



between their front and back legs.


COLUGOS can glide from tree to tree using a flap of furred skin stretched 



between their fingers and their front and hind legs.
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Glidin


g


 fish


So


-


called FLYING FISH escape from underwater predators by picking up speed then 



shooting through the surface and spreading their large fins in the air. They can glide 


for up to 400m before they have to plop back into the water. 


Electric balloonin


g


 


  


When baby spiders are ready to leave home, they release a fan of silken 


threads into the air. The silk has a small electrical charge, which reacts 


with the natural electrical field of the air,  pulling


the silk and the tiny spider up and away. 


No need to flap


Many animals that are capable of powered flight often fly without flapping 


their wings. They may use rising air currents, called ‘thermals’, to lift them up 


–


 this is called soaring 


–


 or they may glide to take off from a height 


or to save energy while flying.
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In Earth’s long history just four groups of animals have evolved powered ﬂ ight. 



This ability was so much more useful than gliding that each of these groups 


became very successful and evolved a huge variety of ﬂ ying species.



First to fly: Insects


Fossils show that many flying insects existed 318 million years ago, and for 150 million years insects 


were the only flying creatures on Earth. Most modern insects can fly, and they are very successful 


as a result, making up more than half of all animal species.


Some of the first flying insects were GRIFFINFLIES. These were similar to 


modern dragonflies, but much bigger, with wingspans up to 70cm.


Second up:


 


Reptiles 


Next into the air, 220 million years ago, were


the PTEROSAURS, a group of reptiles that shared



the Earth with the dinosaurs. This group included


both the largest creatures ever to fly, as well as


small species, like the blackbird-sized 


NEMICOLOPTERUS.
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