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A T. REX WHO WEARS A BOW TIE


Are you ready for a treat? I hope so. This is a book of stories. Well, actually, it’s a special book of stories. I think they’re stories that will make you feel good, make you smile and may even make you laugh. These are stories of dogs who drive cars, elephants who like to be serenaded, and even a T. rex who wears a bow tie. Actually, I made that last one up.


But other than that, don’t go thinking that I’ve made them up.


Oh no, these are true stories. They’re things that have really happened – most of them very, very recently. I don’t want to tell you any more about them now, because I might spoil the fun of reading them.


So, make yourself comfy. If you’re in bed and someone’s reading the stories to you, snuggle down into your pillow. Now, away you go for a lovely feel-good read!
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MONTY, GIVE US A LIFT?


Have you ever had a dream where you were driving the family car? A lot of children have that dream. Now, how about this? Have you ever dreamt that your dog – or any dog – was driving a car? That’s another dream that people have. But it’s just a crazy dream, isn’t it? It doesn’t happen in real life. Dogs driving cars? Don’t be silly. How could a dog drive a car?


Hey, but what about a big dog? Could a big dog drive a car?


No, of course not. Dogs can’t drive cars.


But hang on … Wait a minute.


News is in that dogs can drive cars! Journalist Bill Hayton from the BBC heard that some dogs were driving cars in Auckland, New Zealand, and he went to investigate.


First up, he saw Monty, who’s a type of dog called a schnauzer. A schnauzer means ‘moustache’ because of the dog’s whiskered snout. So, Monty and his moustache were sitting at the wheel of a car, driving it along in a field. Surely it was a trick, Bill thought. That’s what anyone would think. Maybe there was a man hiding inside the car, and he had a special peephole he could look through … and he could be controlling the car from low down on the floor, with the dog sitting on his shoulders. Yes, that could be done so that it would look like the dog was driving. Or maybe it was a person in a dog suit? Or what if, really, it was a robot dog being controlled by someone lying down inside the car? It was a trick, surely.


No, it wasn’t.


It really wasn’t.


Monty was driving the car. How come?


Because – believe it or not – Monty had been taught how to drive. Think of that: a driving school for dogs!


How’s that possible?


Well, maybe driving looks very complicated to you, but actually it’s a set of ‘behaviours’ – that means ‘things to do’. And trainers have worked out that there are 10 of these.
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So, what the trainers have to do is teach a dog how to do all 10. And something else: they have to teach them how to put them in a sequence, so that one behaviour is linked to another.


Complicated? Yes. But, as it turns out, not too complicated for a dog to do.


The dogs are given simple, clear instructions for each behaviour – so the trainer might call out the letter ‘A’ and they would show the dog that it had to press the accelerator when it hears ‘A’.


If you know anything about training dogs – or any animal – then you’ll know that the best way to get them to do things is to reward them with their favourite snack. That way, they do what you want them to do, because they know they’ll get their snack if they do it right.


And that’s how the trainers taught Monty how to drive. He learnt all 10 of the right behaviours.


And Monty’s not the only one. In this driving school for dogs, they’ve trained quite a few dogs.


But why? What a crazy thing to be doing!


Not so.


The thing is, Monty was a stray dog. He had no owner. No home. So he was at a rescue centre, a place that saves stray dogs and looks after them until there comes a time when someone gives them a home.
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The problem here, though, is that some people think stray dogs are not very clever or that they are, in some way or another, not good pets, or can’t be house-trained.


So, how do you prove to such people that these dogs are clever and that they can be trained?


Teach them how to drive a car.


That way, people would see them at the wheel, driving round a field, and think, ‘Clever dog! I would like to have a dog as clever and as well-trained as that!’


And that’s what’s happened. People are so amazed that these dogs really can drive a car that they’re prepared to take them on. And that’s the story that Bill Hayton found out.


So, next time you’re walking down the road and you see a car go by with a dog at the wheel, you can tell people that you’re not surprised. You know about Monty, the driving dog from Auckland, New Zealand.
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A GIANT TOOTH


Imagine, one day, you’re walking along the beach with your mum or dad and you bump into a gigantic shark. Not any old shark, but a huge, massive, big-as-a-room shark. Well, that’s what happened to a boy from Hemel Hempstead, in Hertfordshire, in August 2023 …


… Well, nearly … not quite … Well, not actually! And yet, in a way, it did happen.


You wait till you hear what happened.


Ben and his dad Jason like going on holiday to a place called Walton-on-the-Naze, in Essex, where they go to the beach and hunt for fossils. Ben says that one day, he would like to be the kind of scientist who studies fossils – that’s called a palaeontologist.


So, one morning, Ben and Jason got up bright and early (really, really early!) to go fossil-hunting. They had walked about 26 km (wow!) when they reached a place where Ben started looking under stones and rocks. Suddenly, he found something: a huge tooth. And when I say ‘huge’, I mean gigantic. It was 10 cm long. Think of that! That’s about the size of the palm of your hand. Compare that to the teeth in your mouth.


What kind of creature has a tooth that big? Whatever it might be, it would have to be enormous.


But how do you find out what kind of creature it belonged to? Ben and Jason took the tooth to the Essex Wildlife Trust. And they told him that it belonged to a creature called a megalodon.


What’s a megalodon?


It’s a giant shark. How big? About 17 m long. That’s probably about as long as your classroom in school, but you could measure it out on the ground to see just how huge this shark was.


What else is known about this giant shark?


Its skeleton wasn’t made of bones, but of cartilage, which is very strong but softer than bone.


What did it eat?
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Anything it liked, but its favourite food was whales, although seals would also have been on the menu as a snack-sized meal.


It attacked most of its prey on the surface of the sea. It wasn’t really a deep-sea-diving type of fish.


It was a really fast swimmer, so it could catch up with the fish and sea mammals it wanted to eat.
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It sometimes slowed its prey down by biting its flipper first, so then it was easier to finish off.


It lived from about twenty million years ago. Remember, that’s a long time ago but not as long a time ago as dinosaurs, which became extinct about sixty-five million years ago.


So, in a way, Ben did meet a gigantic shark. When he picked up that tooth, he was halfway to imagining the creature it belonged to. Perhaps, he ‘saw’ the creature in his mind. He kind of ‘met’ it, didn’t he?


But what about this tooth?


Well, it turns out that it was in really good condition. The Natural History Museum in London said that they had seen teeth belonging to megalodons before but they were often chipped or broken, or they were just part of a tooth. They noticed something else: it looked a bit as if it had been mended or restored.


What do you think they figured out then?


They reckoned that it must have been one of those fossils that you can buy in gift shops. Someone must have bought it, taken it with them to the beach and left it there. Or lost it.


So, who’s got it now?


Ben has. Remember, one day he would like to be a palaeontologist. He’s got a collection of rocks and fossils, and this tooth is a great new addition to his collection.


Anyway, next time you’re on a beach, be careful not to bump into a giant fish. Or a dinosaur. But you can always imagine one. Especially if you’re lucky enough to find a fossil bone or tooth.


Now, that’s something worth looking for, isn’t it?
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THE HUMMINGBIRD HOSPITAL


Sometimes when we’re ill, we get sad. Sometimes, even when we get better, we can still feel sad. And we might not even know why! So we look around for things to cheer us up, things to make us feel better. One way to feel better is to do things for other people or for animals.


One woman in Mexico is famous for doing something that made her feel better after she was ill. Her name is Catia Lattouf and I wonder if you can guess what she did?


In Mexico, there is one kind of bird that has always fascinated people – not only in Mexico, but wherever it lives. That’s because when you see it, it looks almost magical. It’s small, has a long beak, loves flowers and flaps its wings so fast that you can’t see them flapping. Actually, it doesn’t flap them up and down – it whirrs its wings round and round. You could try doing that with your arms. But I don’t think you’ll be able to do it as fast as this bird, which rotates its wings 80 times a second! In fact, it does this so fast, you can sometimes hear the wings humming. You know its name now, don’t you: it’s the hummingbird.
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