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PART ONE

Flight Paths






CHAPTER ONE

Phil Currie’s
Christmas  Turkey

To THOSE WHO TRAVEL, all routes are circuitous. My route to
Patagonia began and ended in Alberta. I had gone there in January
to attend a niece's New Year's Eve wedding in Calgary, when a snow
storm closed the airport and a chinook opened the roads north of
the city. I decided to rent a car and drive to Drumheller, to see what
was new at the Tyrrell Museum and to visit some old friends
who worked there, the paleontologists I'd travelled with to China's
Gobi Desert in 1990 to research my first book, The Dinosaur Project.
Writers' routes are circuitous, too.

Drumbheller is no Shangri-La in January. A former coal town, it
was built deep in the Alberta Badlands, three hundred feet below
prairie level because that's where the coal was, although the coal
wasn't very good and it soon ran out anyway. Samuel Drumheller, a
coal baron from Walla Walla, Washington, opened a mine there in
1918, so the town could have been called Walla Walla and should
be grateful. Drumheller built a fine house that is still the finest in
town, and then, perhaps not wanting to die so close to hell, moved
to Los Angeles, the city of angels, and died there in 1925.

Ironically, dinosaurs saved the town from extinction. In the
early 1980s, when the Alberta government was looking for a place

to build the Tyrrell Museum, Drumheller's town fathers made a
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convincing pitch to have it located in their dying town, even
though at the time there weren't many dinosaurs in Drumheller
either. Now, of course, you can't walk down the main street with-
out being stampeded by herds of concrete reptiles. Even the crus-
taceans are represented, for the very pillars of the bank building are
festooned with stylized architectural trilobites. The local hockey
team is called the Drumheller Dinosaurs. Every motel, of which
there are now dozens, is called Dinosaur This or Jurassic That. The
road from the town to the museum is called the Dinosaur Trail.
Drumheller has embraced dinosaurs the way Orlando hugs Mickey
Mouse. It might have made more scientific sense to build the
museum a few hours south, in Dinosaur Provincial Park, where the
dinosaurs actually were, but political decisions don't have to make
scientific sense, and the museum, hence the town, attracts half a

million visitors a year.

I was one of them, maybe even the first of the year. I had a room
in the Jurassic Inn, a two-storeyed motel on gasoline alley sur-
rounded by rolling, snow-covered Cretaceous hills, not a Jurassic
rock in sight. I drove into the parking lot under a huge replica of
the gates in the movie Jurassic Park, minus the iron bars and elec-
tronics, and parked under a kind of carport over which I half
expected to see the head of a rapacious raptor. The room had two
double beds, each one beneath a framed print of a dinosaur, one
labelled "Dinosauria Tyrannosaurid" and the other "Dinosauria Bra-
chiosaurid."” I slept under the tyrannosaurid. In the morning, before
the museum opened, I made coffee in my thoughtfully provided in-
room coffee maker and sat at the window looking out at the Bad-
lands mounding above the shopping mall across the highway,
admiring the way the sun reddened the eastern slopes of the scurfy
coulees. To see a horizon in Drumheller, you have to tilt your head
and look up. Directly across from the motel, at the top of a distant

coulee, was one of those annoying oil-pumping things called a
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donkey, which spend the whole day going up and down, up and
down, sucking up oil for the pipelines. I don't know why they're
called donkeys. They reminded me more of those ridiculous plastic
birds that were once popular in family rec rooms and mahogany-
lined bars, the kind that perched on the lip of your martini glass and
tilted precariously into the cocktail and then stood up again, as if to
drink. You could only take it for so long before you ripped it off your
glass and threw it away, but in Alberta you have to watch these
giant dipping mechanical birds going up and down, for days on end,
year after year. Oil, natural gas, coal, Alberta's fossil fuels and, of

course, dinosaurs, fossil fuel for the tourist industry.

The first person I ran into at the museum was Dave Eberth. I
knew Dave from China; as a sedimentologist, he'd been there to
study an area we were digging and to tell us what the place had been
like when the dinosaurs died. He was very thorough and conscien-
tious, didn't like to speculate on anything until he'd studied all
aspects of it, and even then preferred to wait until he'd checked the
literature. We'd stop the Jeep and drop him off on our way to the
quarry in the morning, and he would spend the day wandering
around the Gobi Desert with his Jacob's staff and his measuring tape
while we broiled in some convection-oven valley hunched over a
dinosaur quarry in 130-degree heat. When we picked him up on the
way back to camp in the evening, he would be darker and dustier
and dehydrated and quite glad to see us. In the evenings at our
camp, which was a Mongolian sheep-herder's winter quarters that
had been built with the bricks from a nearby lamasery destroyed
during the Cultural Revolution, he fairly hummed with intensity, as
though he had picked up energy from the desert wind that whistled
through the low, thorny vegetation and over the scorched sand.
Though thoroughly fricasseed by the contemporary climate, in his
mind he was working through the landscape as it had been seventy-

five million years before, when in place of desert there had been
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wide, slow rivers weaving through gentle bayous and everglades. In
the evenings, as we sat around rehydrating with gin mixed with
pear juice, he would conjure up dune sequences and crossbedding,
ancient shorelines and fertile riverbeds. Then he would take out his
guitar and play a few tunes. He played in a blues band in
Drumheller and lived alone in a sparsely furnished house. It was
hard, he told me one evening, to maintain a relationship when you
were on the road for six or eight months of the year, doing geology.

When I saw him that morning in Drum, he had just returned
from a frustrating trip to Germany to look at a Permian exposure
that had never been described by a geologist before, even though
a team of paleontologists were making strident claims about the
fossils they were discovering in it. Dave found this irresponsible.
Science, he said, is not about hand-waving and headline-making.
Science is about accurate measurements, thought percolated
through time as groundwater sifts through layers of sand and rock,

not conjectures bubbling up out of nowhere like hotsprings.

We talked about the others who had been to China that year.
Phil Currie, who had dreamed up the project and was the
Tyrrell's chief vertebrate paleontologist, had been going back and
forth, working with Chinese colleagues on the new feathered
dinosaurs that were coming out of the northeast corner of the
country. Dale Russell had left the National Museum in Ottawa to
take up a position somewhere in the States. Don Brinkman had
spent more time in the Gobi, pursuing fossil turtles. Paul John-
ston had not been back, but was working on a new theory of
microinvertebrates. In China, Chang Meeman was no longer
head of Beijing's Institute of Vertebrate Paleontology and Pale-
oanthropology; she had been replaced by Qiu Lianhe, one of the
senior scientists who had been in the Gobi with us, a specialist in
multituberculate mammals, which in the Late Cretaceous Period

were no bigger than salamanders. I remembered crawling over
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sizzling rock searching for their tiny needle-like teeth with a
magnifying glass.

"And you've heard about Li Rong," Dave said.

I hadn't. Li Rong was a paleontologist with the Inner Mongo-
lian Museum in Hohhot, the capital, a highly industrialized city of
two million people in the middle of the Gobi Desert, most of them
Han Chinese workers shipped north by Chairman Mao in the
1960s, during the famine. I have a photograph taken from the top
of the Inner Mongolian Hotel: you can hardly see the next building
for coal smoke. Li Rong was in charge of the museum's fossil verte-
brate section, and so was our guide when we were out digging in his
part of the Gobi. We'd called him Li Rong-Way, because he was
always getting us lost. Whenever we came to a place where two
roads intersected, Li Rong would hesitate for a fatal fraction of a
second and then point in the wrong direction. In the Gobi it didn't
matter much, because we'd eventually come back to the same cross-
roads anyway and we were seldom in a hurry, but Li Rong took his
duty as host scientist very seriously, and would get flustered and red
in the face every time it became painfully evident that he had got
us lost again. Then he would hesitate twice as long at the next
intersection. For his sake, because we were very fond of him, we
would pray for a simple fork in the road, since a choice of only two
possible routes reduced his chances of error, but he usually chose
the wrong road anyway. He would end up before an astonished
shepherd's yurt, or in some steam-filled village restaurant, arguing
loudly over a crumpled map spread out on a table, his shoulders sag-
ging in hopelessness. He wore a floppy straw hat tied tightly under
his chin with a ribbon and, even when tramping across the desert,
a light, tight, grey business suit made of some indestructible fabric,
and black, pointy-toed street shoes. When he wasn't lost he was
always smiling, and he never complained about the heat or the

wind or the lack of proper signs or the sand in his shoes.
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One day, after many false turns and switchbacks, he took us to his
most famous discovery, China's largest dinosaur trackway, a forty-
kilometre stretch of flat mudstone impressed with thousands of bird-
like footprints, some as small as pigeon tracks, others large enough to
sit in. He pointed out the metre-wide, webbed prints of giant carni-
vores, the three-clawed prints of reptilian raptors, the delicate hiero-
glyphics of the bird-footed hadrosaurs. "Many, many dinosaurs," he
exclaimed proudly, using the only two words of English he knew.

What I hadn't heard was that a few years ago, Li Rong had been
caught selling dinosaur eggs to a Japanese collector. He was
arrested, held in prison for a year, and then released on virtual
house arrest, stripped of his job at the museum and given some
menial task, a janitor at his apartment building, Dave thought. "A
few months ago we heard he was dead,” Dave told me. "They told
us it was a heart attack, but I strongly suspect he killed himself. The
disgrace to his family would have been too much for him."

I remembered the night Li Rong invited us to his apartment for
dinner, Dave, Phil, Don, Dale and two or three others. How proud
he was of his wife, Shari—a beautiful, dark-skinned Mongolian
who, like all Mongolians, traced her roots directly back to Genghis
Khan—and of his apartment, a one-bedroom unit in a Soviet-style,
concrete highrise. He and Shari had the place almost to them-
selves, sharing it with only one other family who lived in the living
room. We sat at a table set up in the bedroom, two of us sitting on
the side of their bed because there weren't enough chairs, while he
and Shari brought in platter after platter of food: a baked carp;
sliced tomatoes under a mound of white sugar; stir-fried green pep-
pers; soft mushrooms in brown sauce; steamed pigs' ears; and
chicken, the real, meaty parts, not just the usual beaks and feet. We
were embarrassed, because the meal must have cost him two
months' salary, maybe more, and he and his wife hardly ate at all.

On the wall above the bed was a two-year-old Western calendar
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with a photograph of a woman wearing a cream-coloured cashmere
sweater much like the one Shari was wearing. As a museum
employee, Li Rong had been to the United States and Canada, and
had purchased things few private citizens in China could hope to
own: a cassette player, a small, portable television. In a glass-fronted
display case beside the television was an eight-inch statue of Snow
White, painted blue and white, the colours of the Virgin Mary, sur-
rounded by seven miniature Buddhist monks.

"Poor Li Rong," I said to Dave, and he winced. The black mar-
ket for fossils was becoming more lucrative with every new find, and
the temptation must have been strong. Li Rong knew it was wrong
to sell those eggs, and what the penalty was for getting caught, but
he also knew that we had things he couldn't have. The money he
must have seen us spend. Restaurant meals, presents for our wives
and our kids. I'd spent a hundred dollars for a roll of silk, others had
bought carpets and leather coats. I imagined Li Rong in a duty-free
shop in Los Angeles or Vancouver, then later, on the plane, the
new cream-coloured cashmere sweater with little pearl buttons in
the compartment above his head, finding himself sitting beside a

Japanese businessman who was interested in fossils. Li Rong-Way.

ON THE MAIN FLOOR of the Tyrrell I walked through the
museum's new Burgess Shale exhibit, in which magnified versions of
the shale's bizarre Cambrian fauna are suspended in eerily lit space
behind a Plexiglas wall and under a Plexiglas floor. A voice-over nar-
rated the story of life on Earth 500 million years ago, when these
creatures existed, much of the information culled from Stephen Jay
Gould's book on the subject, Wonderful Life. In the reading room
later, I picked up a copy of the Alberta Palaeontological Society Bul-
letin, and read an article chiding the museum for swallowing whole
Gould's interpretation of the Burgess Shale and in particular for

incorporating his contingency theory into the narrative. Gould's
p g gency y
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theory is that evolution is so contingent on accident, luck, happen-
stance and serendipity that if life on Earth were a film, and if the film
were rewound and played again, the odds against it turning out the
same would be astronomical. Humans might not have made it.
These dream-like creatures from the Cambrian shale might have
become the dominant life forms, and the world might have been filled
with their descendants rather than those of the dinosaurs. "Contin-
gency is unrecognizable as a scientific theory,” the APS Bulletin
chided, "and certainly smacks of being a philosophy, no more, no
less." Well, it was an attractive philosophy, I thought, and why
shouldn't a science museum smack of philosophy? In Aristotle's day,

philosophy, the love of truth, was a science.

In the same issue of the APS Bulletin, Phil reviewed an article
by Jennifer Ackerman that had appeared in National Geographic.
Ackerman's article, called "Birds Take Wing," reported on the new
feathered dinosaurs that had been found in China. Liaonang
Province, Phil had written, contained "more specimens relating to
the origin of birds than all the world's other sites combined.” He
thought the site would eventually yield thousands of bird species
from the Jurassic, Cretaceous and more recent eras, "possibly repre-
senting several simultaneous groups of evolutionary paths." The
new material was giving us glimpses of whole new and tangled net-
works of bird origins, with different families possibly evolving from
different dinosaur groups, and sorting it all out was going to take

time. "There's nothing neat about bird evolution," Phil concluded.

Down on the main level again, I toured the museum's dinosaur
hall where, amid whole skeletons of smaller specimens, the skulls
of most of the large carnivorous dinosaurs were mounted on sepa-
rate plinths and arranged around the room's periphery like the
busts of Roman Caesars. I walked around calmly gazing into gap-
ing jaws filled with huge teeth, all aimed at my head. Skulls the

size of cows, teeth as big as railway spikes.
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The dinosaur world is divided into two huge groups, the meat-
eaters and everything else. The meat-eaters are called theropods, a
sort of shorthand for the designation Theropoda, which was
assigned to all meat-eating dinosaurs in 1881 by Othniel Marsh.
The word means "beast foot,” and was meant to distinguish the
bipedal carnivores from the Sauropodomorpha (sauropod for short,
meaning "lizard foot") by the structure of their ankles and feet.
T. rex is a theropod. So is Albertosaurus, slightly more distant in
time and slightly smaller than T. rex. They were both huge animals,
lizards bigger than elephants.' Their teeth were pointed, serrated
and grooved, made for tearing and gulping, not for chewing; they
would clamp onto a victim and simply hold it until it bled to death,
then they would rip it apart and swallow it in whole chunks. Their
forearms were too short to be of much use around the mouth, but
they had strong hands with sharp claws, obviously designed for
clasping and holding. Their hind legs were massive drumsticks,
gigantically clawed, and they moved quickly: T. rex could run
twenty-five miles an hour. There was Sinraptor, the theropod Phil
and others found in China, looking slightly squashed, and beside it,
a Camotaurus skull, short, pugnacious snout and horn-like ridges on
its forehead, from Argentina. It was a rogue's gallery, no doubt

about it. The world's most wanted villains.

After viewing the theropods, I bought one of Phil's books in the
museum's gift shop —the weighty Encyclopedia of Dinosaurs, which
he edited with Kevin Padian—and took it into the cafeteria. But
instead of reading it I sat beside the window and watched snow
falling on the patio outside. Just beyond the tables was a life-sized
sculpture of an Albertosaurus, exact in its unknowable details, the
pebbled skin, the stern, eagle-like disapproval in its eye. It was look-

ing back into the cafeteria and snarling at me, its ridiculously small

1 T. rex weighed about seven tons; Jumbo, the biggest elephant in the world, according to
P. T. Barnum, who owned him and ought to have known, weighed six tons.
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arms seeming to wiggle in helpless fury. As I watched, a magpie
landed on its neck. No matter how often I see magpies, they startle
me. This probably marks me as an Easterner in the eyes of many
Albertans, who consider magpies to be more of a nuisance than a
boon. But I get the same pleasure from blue jays, to which magpies
are related. It has something to do with pure colour, I think. Magpies
are pure black and pure white, and the lines dividing the colours are
sharp and clean. This magpie—the name means pied Maggie, or
speckled Margaret, and is very old: we get the word "pie" from the
bird, not the other way around—stood on the Albertosaurus's neck
and looked about to see what mischief it could cause. Magpies are,
according to all the IQ tests that have been devised, the smartest of

birds, possibly the smartest of animals. Next to us, of course.:

I hesitate to call myself a birder because I know too many real
birders, but I do keep a life list, I always carry binoculars and bird
books with me when I travel, and I take the time to use them, so I
guess I qualify. I became interested in birds during a visit to Point
Pelee, a narrow finger of land hooking down out of southwestern
Ontario into Lake Erie, famous as a resting stop for birds at the inter-
section of two major migration routes. My parents used to take me
swimming there when I was five. I went back a few years ago in early
May, when the shorebirds were resting up and the warblers were com-
ing through. It was as though I had never seen a bird before, and now
I was bombarded with them, twenty, thirty, forty species in a single
day. Since then I have seen many birds, but I have never forgotten
that sudden jolt into awareness, and I experience it again every time
I see a new bird, or renew an acquaintance with an old one. Like this

magpie. There seems to be no end to the wonder they excite in me.

"Theropods," Phil wrote in the Encyclopedia, which lay open on
the table before me, "first appeared in the Triassic and survived
2 In British folklore, magpies are counted to foretell the future. The counting rhyme is: "One

for sorrow, two for mirth, three for a wedding, four for a birth. Five for rich, six for poor, seven
for a witch, I can tell you no more." The last line is obviously polite for: "Eight for a whore."
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more than 160 million years. In fact, because birds are the direct
descendants of theropods, the theropod lineage is still very success-
ful today and has a history of 230 million years."

I looked out at the magpie again, and thought: it's sitting on a

statue of its ancestor. Here was a whole new source of wonder.

I DROPPED IN TO SEE Phil the next afternoon. He was in his lab,
a white room connected with his corner office that looked like a
medieval reliquary or ossuary, it was so full of bones. The bones
were old, 80 million, ioo million years. I still find it impossible to
imagine such distances, anything lasting that long and still looking
like itself. I walked around, looking down at the counters and tables
and up at cupboards and shelves, all scattered, heaped, with petri-
fied bones. A fossil pterosaur, one curved finger of each hand longer
than its whole body, as though it had died holding two canes. The
spine of a juvenile ankylosaur. A cast of the Albertosaurus skull I'd
seen downstairs in the dinosaur hall, which had been found by
Joseph Tyrrell himself in 1884. The pelvis of a Ceratosaurus,
another of the large theropods. A Tyrannosaurus rex skull from
South Dakota perched on a windowsill; beside it, possibly for com-
parison, possibly for companionship, rested another huge theropod
skull, Daspletosaurus, gazing out at the Alberta Badlands from

which it came.

Among these were the contentious specimens, the cross-dressers
of the Cretaceous, the smaller theropods that were half dinosaur
and half bird. No one was suggesting that Tyrannosaurus rex evolved
into a bird; birds were already around long before T. rex appeared in
the Late Cretaceous Period. But there were many earlier, smaller
theropods, turkey- to ostrich-sized creatures distantly related to
T. rex, that exhibited bird-like characteristics, and these were Phil's
special interest. A cast of a Mononykus arm and claw, identified first

as a dinosaur but which Phil now said was probably a bird. A flat
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cardboard box contained parts of an Omithomimus skeleton, the
ostrich-mimic, a true theropod and yet toothless like a bird. The
box was marked: "Delicate, Do Not Disturb." There were also a
number of less exotic items, skeletons of actual birds: two ostriches,
a gull, a crow. Phil isn't eccentric enough to refuse to call them
birds, but he thinks of them as modern dinosaurs. "Pluck the feath-
ers off a bird," he has said, "and you've got a dinosaur."

The previous June, at the annual meeting of the Society of Ver-
tebrate Paleontology, Phil delivered a paper that announced one of
the most significant scientific discoveries of the century: he and
Mark Norell and two Chinese colleagues, Ji Qiang and Ji Shu-An,
announced that a pair of dinosaurs, which Phil and his co-authors
named Caudipteryx and Protarchaeopteryx, had been found in north-
eastern China with distinct feather impressions surrounding the
skeletons. They were not birds, they were dinosaurs, clearly
theropods, but parts of their bodies, their arms and tails at least, had
been covered with feathers. The announcement stunned the assem-
bled scientists. Dave Eberth, who'd been at the meeting, told me
that Phil's announcement was followed by a prolonged silence as
two hundred minds struggled to assimilate the information. "You
could almost hear the paradigm shifting," he said. Then came the
applause. For Phil, and for many of the scientists in the room,
dinosaurs with feathers provided the final, dramatic proof that
modern birds are directly descended from theropods. "Although
both theropods have feathers," he told the gathering, "they are both
more primitive than the earliest known bird, Archaeopteryx. These
new fossils," he concluded, "represent stages in the evolution of
birds from feathered, ground-living, bipedal dinosaurs." They were
a kind of missing link, tangible elements in a line of descent that,
until these miraculous beings turned up, existed only in the theo-
rists' imagination, a so-called ghost lineage. The story, complete

with rebuttals from rival theorists, was covered in Time and
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Maclean’s, the New York Times and CNN. The discovery and Phil's
involvement with it changed his life. It was more than the fulfill-
ment of a prediction; it was a stunning and dramatic conclusion to
years of controversy, the final summation to a scientific debate that
had started nearly a hundred years before Phil was born.

He was sitting at the end of a cluttered table, carefully remov-
ing bones from a crumpled paper bag and laying them out on
paper towels. A week before, the bones had been part of his fam-
ily's Christmas turkey. After dinner, Phil had salvaged the carcass
and boiled it on the kitchen stove, then picked the bones from
the bottom of the pot and laid them out on the kitchen counter
to dry. Today he'd brought them into the lab for reassembly. One
of science's big attractions is that you get to play with things. Who
doesn't like to play with bones?

Phil is tall, heron-like, with the arms and gait of a baseball
pitcher—in fact, he reminded me of Bill Lee, who pitched for the
Boston Red Sox and whom I met in Montreal when he was fin-
ishing off his career with the Expos. Like Lee, Phil seemed to be a
knot of concentrated calm at the centre of a raging world, part of
it and apart from it at the same time. I remembered working
beside him in the desert, in an ankylosaur quarry, when a sand-
storm arose, wind and rain blowing so suddenly and intensely that
the very air seemed to have become stinging vapour; Phil calmly
pulled on a pair of ski goggles and continued working. The rest of
us followed his lead, and eventually the wind stopped. He was
doing what he loved. He has loved doing it since he was six years
old, when he found a plastic dinosaur in a box of cereal. When he
was eleven he told his parents he was going to be a paleontologist.
His father worked in a can-making factory in Oakville, Ontario,
and didn't know what a paleontologist was, so he said, Sure. Phil
remembers the dinosaur. "It was a Dimetrodon,” he says, "and it

was in a Rice Krispies box. The Rice Krispies people in the States
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say they never put dinosaurs in cereal boxes, but maybe the Cana-
dian Rice Krispies people did. They must have, because all I ate
were Rice Krispies, and I didn't like them very much. I only ate
them to get the dinosaurs.”" He still had the plastic Dimetrodon. He
took me into his office next door and showed it to me. He also
showed me the first dinosaur book he ever read: Roy Chapman
Andrews's All About Dinosaurs. He read it when he was ten. In it,
Andrews wrote of the excitement of digging for dinosaurs in Mon-
golia, of being chased by bandits one moment and beset by sand-
storms the next. He also had a copy of The Wonderful World of
Prehistoric Animals, by William Elgin Swinton. He handed that to
me, too: it was signed: "To Philip Currie, With the Compliments

of W. E. Swinton, Aug. 1962." In 1962, Phil was thirteen.

"I visited Bill Swinton when he was a biologist at the Royal
Ontario Museum in Toronto," Phil told me. "He was fantastic. He
had written a lot about dinosaurs and was very enthusiastic, had lots
of great stories and good advice for a kid of my age. He told me not
to take biology in high school, for example, but to take math and
physics and wait until I got to university for biology. He didn't tell
me there were no jobs in paleontology. He just said if paleontology
was what I wanted to do, then I should do it."

For the next hour or so Phil kept taking down books and hand-
ing them to me. One of the Audubon Nature Series, with illustra-
tions by Charles Knight on perforated stamps: someone, young
Phil, had pasted the coloured illustrations over black-and-white
squares. "That was 1959," he said. A copy of Life magazine from
1952, with the cover-lines: "The World We Live In, Part 2: The
Earth Is Born." Inside were reproductions of the famous Zallenger
murals from the Peabody Museum, in Yale University, showing
(usually swampy) environments from various distant eras of Earth's
history, with every known animal of the time standing around

looking self-consciously at the painter, like a group portrait of
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politicians at an unpopular convention. "A bit crowded, maybe,"
said Phil, "but I was fascinated by these pictures.”

Early on in his pursuit of fossils he realized that dinosaurs did not
come from Ontario, that no matter how assiduously he prospected
along Sixteen-Mile Creek, behind Oakville, he would never find
anything more exciting than clams and cephalopods. "I collected
those," he said, "cleaned them and preserved them and labelled
them. It was good practice, but it wasn't the same.” When he was
twelve, he persuaded his father to take him and two of his three
brothers west for their summer vacation. They drove through the
Dakotas and Wyoming and Montana, stopping at places where
great discoveries had been made, "humouring me," Phil said, "so I
could see where the dinosaurs came from." They must have viewed
most of these places from a distance, the Badlands of North Dakota
from the roadside, the fossil forest in Yellowstone from a campsite,
because Phil saw no actual bones until the night they stopped at a
motel in Alzada, Montana. While he and his brother unpacked,
Phil's father went for a drink in the bar, "a real saloon,” Phil
recalled, "with swinging doors and everything." After an hour, his
father came back and told Phil to come with him. The two of them
went back into the saloon and the bartender reached under the
counter and took out a box of bones. "He stuck them on top of the
bar and told me I could go through them. They weren't dinosaur
bones, I could tell that even at that age. I didn't know what they
were, but the bartender told me I could pick any one I wanted and
take it home, so I did. When I got home I identified it as a mosasaur

bone.: I still have it."

Also when they got back to Oakville, Phil realized that most of

the dinosaurs he'd wanted to see came from western Canada, not

3 Mosasaurs were huge marine creatures, and finding their bones in Montana is a reminder
that all of central North America was once seabed, the floor of the vast inland saltwater
sea that once connected the Arctic Ocean with the Gulf of Mexico. During most of the
Cretaceous Period, when the Alberta dinosaurs roamed, the Badlands were coastal.
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from Montana or Wyoming. On his next trip to the Royal Ontario
Museum, after his visit with Swinton, he looked at the labels on the
exhibits and saw that his favourite dinosaurs had been found in the
Alberta Badlands. "I hadn't been smart enough to read the labels

before,” he said. "It was kind of ironic, given where I've ended up."

"THE BUTCHER CUT OFF the head and part of the neck," Phil
said, piecing the turkey together along the tabletop. The bird's
backbone lay stretched out between us like the skeleton of a snake.
Exactly like the skeleton of a snake, in fact, for as T. H. Huxley
observed in 1866, surprising even Darwin, chickens were "an
extremely modified and aberrant Reptilian type," little more than
snakes with feet, and both the chicken and the snake it swallowed
belonged to the same "province," which he called the Sauropsida.
The first salvo in what turned out to be the bird-dinosaur wars was
fired by Huxley more than 130 years ago.

"He also cut off the feet,” Phil added, meaning the butcher,
"which is really too bad. But we do have a nice vertebral column."
He picked up a turkey vertebra and placed it on the table beside one
from a Dromaeosaurus, a small theropod from the Badlands. Except
for their size, they were almost identical. "If you didn't know one
was fossil and the other modern," he said, "you'd almost swear they
came from the same animal."

In 1976, before finishing his Ph.D. at McGill, Phil took a job at
the Provincial Museum in Edmonton and set about fulfilling his
dream of prospecting in the Badlands. Gradually, he filled the
museum with dinosaur material almost literally from its own back-
yard. In Montreal he had been studying a group of Permian reptiles
called eosuchians, small, slithery life forms that may have given
rise to snakes and lizards. Phil was examining amphibious members
of the group known as phytosaurs, the ancestors of modern croco-

diles. In those days, he said, "everyone was championing the idea



THE BONE MUSEUM - 19

that birds came from crocodiles, and I felt that there was a fair bit
of evidence to suggest that that was true. But I didn't think about
it very much." The notion that they came from dinosaurs, as pro-
posed by Huxley a hundred years before, had died out in the 1920s
with the appearance in English of Gerhard Heilmann's The Origin
of Birds.* Heilmann pointed out many similarities between
theropods and birds—the scaly legs, the long necks, the fused foot
bones—but concluded, almost regretfully, that theropods lacked
the one vital component that would clinch the argument: clavi-
cles, or collarbones, which in birds eventually fused together to
form the wishbone, or furcula. The first bird known to science, a
140-million-year-old fossil named Archaeopteryx, had a wishbone.
Dinosaurs had once had clavicles, though unfused ones, but they
seemed to have evolved out long before Archaeopteryx came on the
scene, and the rule of evolution is, once a feature is lost it is not
regained. Once we humans evolve out our appendices, for exam-
ple, which we appear to be doing, we will not evolve them back
again. It's the same with dinosaurs and collarbones. And without
clavicles there could be no furcula, and without a furcula no ani-
mal could fly. Case, according to Heilmann, closed. Archaeopteryx
must have evolved from something else, thecodonts for example,
which were early reptiles that evolved into crocodiles and had kept
their clavicles. After Heilmann, the dinosaurian origin of birds was

a non-issue for the next fifty years.

In 1973, however, the year after Phil began working on his doc-
torate, an American paleontologist from Yale University, John
Ostrom, published his comparions between Archaeopteryx and a
small theropod he discovered in Montana, just south of the Alberta
border. Ostrom named his new dinosaur Deinonychus, which meant

"terrible claw," because the little beast had huge, scimitar-shaped

4 Heilmann's book was published in Danish in 1917, but went virtually unnoticed until it
was translated into English ten years later.
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claws on its feet that were sharp enough to slice the jugular of its
prey or enemy with a single kick. In his 1973 paper in Nature,
Ostrom revived Huxley's contention that birds must be descended
from dinosaurs. The similarities between Archaeopteryx and
Deinonychus were startling; moreover, since Deinonychus had to
have been very agile to use those claws effectively, and in order to
be that athletic it probably had to be warm-blooded, Archaeopteryx
had probably been warm-blooded too. And if the first birds were
warm-blooded, they couldn't have been descended from the slug-
gish, cold-blooded thecodonts, clavicles or no clavicles.

At that time, Phil wasn't particularly interested in bird origins.
"I had no tendency either way," he said, though he admitted that if
pressed on the matter he probably would have sided with the croc-
odiles. Then Larry Martin paid a visit to the Alberta Provincial
Museum.

Martin was an avid defender of the thecodont origin of birds: he
contended that birds split off from the evolutionary tree way back
in the Early Triassic Period, at the very beginning of the age of
dinosaurs. They might have had a common ancestor with
dinosaurs, but then everything on Earth has a common ancestor if
you go back far enough. A professor at the University of Kansas,
Martin is still happy in his role as "the Antichrist of the bird-
dinosaur theory," as he calls himself. A portly, animated, avuncular
favourite with graduate students and fellow researchers, he oozes
common sense. I've seen him stand before an assembly of scientists
and evoke an image of Archaeopteryx, with small claws at the ends
of its winged arms, trying to run along the ground like a dinosaur,
grasping at a fleeing animal with its long flight feathers getting in
the way, and of course it was clearly impossible. He was lecturing to
a room full of committed bird-dinosaur defenders, at John Ostrom's
own university, at a conference dedicated to John Ostrom's

dinosaur-bird hypothesis. Ostrom himself was sitting in the front
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row, while a display of feathered dinosaurs from China was being set
up in the Peabody Museum next door, and Martin was bellowing
like King Canute against the rising tide of bird-origin specialists:
"Function studies,” he said, wagging his finger at them, "looking at
a piece of anatomical equipment and trying to determine logically
what it was used for, is far more useful than phylogenetics,” which
he characterized as the bloodless configuration of dinosaur cate-
gories according to some computerized calculation of composite
characters. "Are these configurations defended by great science," he
asked rhetorically, "or great scientists? Why would a dinosaur put
claws way out at the ends of its wings?" Archaeopteryx was not a
dinosaur, never was. So what if it had claws: a clear case of conver-
gent evolution. It did not inherit claws from its dinosaurian ances-
tors. It grew them on its own, to aid in climbing trees. "You'd be
suspicious if you saw a Kentucky Fried Chicken wing with little fin-
gers on it, wouldn't you?" he said. Yes, yes we would. "Well, you

should also be suspicious when you see them on Archaeopteryx.”

How ironic, then, that it was Martin who got Phil thinking seri-
ously about the dinosaur origin of birds. Phil had borrowed a Dro-
maeosaurus from the American Museum of Natural History, and
while he was showing Martin around the Alberta Museum, Martin
pointed to that specimen to illustrate how dinosaurs could not pos-
sibly be ancestral to birds. All dinosaurs, he told Phil, had small
bones in their jaws that held their teeth in place, called interdental
plates. He pointed to the plates in the Dromaeosaurus specimen.
Phil looked, and they were indeed there, "fused together so you
could hardly see them, but quite clearly there." Birds and crocodiles
do not have interdental plates, Martin said, and therefore birds are

more closely related to crocodiles than they are to dinosaurs.

5 After Martin's performance at the conference, I heard one paleontologist at the coffee
counter say to another: "You know your theory is in trouble when you have to resort to
common sense to prove it."
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"After Larry left, I looked into it more closely,” Phil said. "I
found he was right about Dromaeosaurus, but I also had a
Troodon"—another small theropod from Alberta—"and I looked at
it, and guess what? No interdental plates. Larry also said that in
both birds and crocodiles, but not in dinosaurs, you find a constric-
tion in the tooth between the crown and the root. Well, Troodon
had that constriction as well. In fact, the more I looked at this little
dinosaur the more bird-like it became. Then, when we finally found
a Troodon braincase in Dinosaur Provincial Park, I realized that a lot
of things were telling me that dinosaurs were very closely related to

birds, and probably ancestral to them."

This is jumping ahead a fair bit, because the Troodon braincase
wasn't found in Dinosaur Provincial Park until 1986. By that time
the defenders of the bird-crocodile hypothesis were in retreat. In
the end, Martin was overtaken by the very common sense he advo-
cated, for you need only look at a Troodon skeleton, with its hinged
ankle, its clawed, three-toed feet, its long, powerful legs, short,
grasping arms and its gracefully curved neck, to see its resemblance
to a bird. Except for its long tail, it might be an ostrich, or a swan.
Sure, Troodon had teeth, but other small theropods didn't.

There were other similarities, too, less obvious to me. Phil held
up the fused vertebrae from the tail of his Christmas turkey and
showed me a photograph of an almost identical structure from a
new species of oviraptorid dinosaur from Mongolia, called Nomin-
gia. The fusion of vertebrae at the end of the tail, he said, "is prob-
ably a mechanical development meant to help support feathers at
the end of the tail." You see them most clearly in the two specimens
from China, he added, in Caudipteryx and Protarchaeopteryx. Tails
were particularly interesting. Most theropods had long, tapering
tails, whereas the tails of modern birds are short. But bird tails are
in fact long tails that have been balled up, the vertebrae fused into

a fistlike knot called pygostyle. The tail of Phil's turkey had twenty-
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two vertebrae, the same number as in the tail of Nomingia and
Caudipteryx, and the tail feathers of the latter radiated in a fan
from the pygostyle, very closely resembling a turkey's tail. As he
said, the more Phil looked at dinosaurs the more they resembled
birds. And even I could see that the more we looked at birds, the
more they resembled dinosaurs.

For someone interested in birds, this was an amazing discovery.
Could I add Archaeopteryx to my life list, I wondered? If I touched a
bone from Hesperornis, would it count as a sighting? But for those
concerned with the larger picture, with trying to discern a unifying
structure beneath the complexities and diversities of the view of
nature that science has given us, it was even more compelling. For
Carolus Linnaeus, classifying the Earth's myriad species in the eigh-
teenth century, Nature was order, if only we could discern it. Disor-

"

der was Chaos, in Milton's phrase, . a dark,/ Illimitable ocean
without bound,/ Without dimension, where length, breadth and
highth,/ And time and place are lost." For us, it is Nature that seems
chaotic, disconnected, illimitable, a billion things happening inde-
pendently and at the same time. This view has largely been Dar-
win's legacy, and it has led Western society along some destructive
pathways: if nature is disconnected, for example, we can destroy
part of it without threatening the whole. We suspect this isn't the
case, we have a kind of species memory of it not being the case. In
fact, we desperately need to know it isn't. Living in such a frag-
mented universe is insanity. Every now and then a great discovery
comes along that gives us a glimpse into the connectedness
between seemingly disparate things, a clue that tends to confirm our
suspicion that everything in nature is linked to everything else.
Someone demonstrates that the behaviour of the Humboldt Cur-
rent off the coast of Chile, for example, can cause an increase in
hurricanes along the eastern seaboard of the United States, or that

controlling insects with pesticides in Indonesia can poison the
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breast milk of a polar bear on Wrangell Island. Most of the ex-
amples of interconnectedness seem to be negative, tending to point
out to us the degree to which we have inadvertently messed up the
planet. But I began to see the connection between dinosaurs and
birds as one of those discoveries, and it was relatively benign. We
hadn't screwed up; it had happened 150 million years ago.

But paleontology doesn't escape controversy simply because it is
concerned with the distant past. Throughout the nineteenth
century, and for much of the twentieth, paleontology was accused
of breaking up the comfortable picture of the world that religion
once provided for us. It was paleontology, for example, especially
the discovery of Archaeopteryx, that provided support for Darwin's
wildly conjectural and decidedly anti-Christian hypothesis that
human beings were descended from apes. Paleontology had intro-
duced the concept of extinction into the world: species appeared,
flourished, peaked, crashed and disappeared. This was not consid-
ered good news. This was not what we had come to think of as
God's plan. Could it be that, by showing how two apparently
unconnected things in nature—hummingbirds and Tyrannosaurus
rex, for example—are in fact intimately linked, paleontology could
put some of that comforting picture back together again? Maybe

extinction wasn't so final, after all.

ON MY WAY OUT, Phil took me down to the preparation lab on
the main floor of the museum, not the large prep room with a glass
wall through which bored museum-goers watch museum staff work-
ing on yet another hadrosaur from the Badlands, but a smaller room
in the remote back of the building in which greater reckonings were
at play. Jim McCabe, one of the Tyrrell's preparators and another
China alumnus, was delicately freeing the tiny, fossilized skeleton of
a bird from a slab of grey rock in which it had been encased for the

past 120 million years.
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"Confuciusornis sanctus,” Phil said, leaning over the slab. Jim had
been at it for a month already, and figured he'd need another month
to complete the job of preparing it.

Its name means "the sacred bird of Confucius." It was hardly the
size of a magpie, and lay splayed out on the rock as though prepared
for dissection, or as though it had been sunbathing on its back when
something big, a boulder or a sauropod's foot, had flattened it like a
Cretaceous roadkill. Then several metres of lake mud and volcanic
ash had settled on it, which then compressed slowly to rock, encas-
ing the specimen forever. Its legs and wings were spread open, there
was a fan of feather impressions where its tail was, and the skull at
the end of its long neck was turned slightly to three-quarter profile,
so that its big orbitals and toothless beak were presented for easy
inspection.

"It was found by a farmer in northeastern China," Phil said.
"There are about a thousand Confuciusornis specimens now. Only
about three hundred are available for study, however. The rest have
been spirited away to private collectors, sold on the black market.
We traded two, legally, from the National Geological Museum in
Beijing."

I asked Phil if he would be going back to China. "Not this year,"
he said. "There are so many people looking for feathered dinosaurs
up there now. Most of them farmers and unskilled as paleontologists,
but still, I'd have to be incredibly lucky to accomplish much in the
short time I'd be able to spend there. All the obvious places have
been thoroughly prospected.”

6 In Chinese mythology, Meng Niao, the country of birds, was in present-day northern
China, "north of Mo." An early manuscript relates that the people of Meng Niao were
skilled at taming birds, but the later, tenth-century Treatise on Nature, purporting to be
more scientific in its description, says that the beings in this country were actually bird-
human hybrids, with human heads and bird bodies. Their feathers were speckled with red,
yellow and green. At some point in their history, the bird-people rebelled against their Hsia
overlords and fled south, a mass movement that was looked upon so favourably by the gods
that birds of paradise were sent to accompany them. The treatise was meant to explain not
only migration, but also how humans first began to eat eggs.
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One of the less obvious places that had not been picked over by
hundreds of amateur or even professional paleontologists, he said,
was Argentina. In his book The Flying Dinosaurs, Phil described a
chicken-sized bird with long legs and short arms, evidently a flight-
less runner (no wishbone) from the Late Cretaceous beds of north-
western Patagonia. It was the seventh fossil bird to have been
discovered in Argentina since IQQI. (In fact, eighty per cent of all
the fossil bird species known to science have been discovered in the
past decade.) "Superficially,” Phil had written, "it seems to have
changed little from its theropod ancestors, although it was in real-
ity a descendant of a flying bird species.” In other words, it seemed
to have taken an evolutionary path later followed by ostriches.
Argentina was emerging as a focal point for theropod and bird

dispersal.

"Whereabouts in Argentina?" I asked him.

"Northern Patagonia,” he said lightly, but there was no denying
the thrill that the word Patagonia injected into the air. Patagonia
was the end of the Earth, the farthest reach of the known world.
Patagonia. I thought, of course, of Chatwin and Theroux, of Darwin
and W. H. Hudson, all of whom had begun their careers in Patago-
nia. "We opened a dinosaur quarry there last year, and a bunch of us
are going back again in March to take out the rest of the bones."

"A bird?"

"No, a huge theropod, bigger than T. rex., though there are birds
and bird-like theropods all around there. Patagonia has become the
theropod capital of the world," he said. "If ten new dinosaurs are
found each year, four or five of them will be from Patagonia, and
most of those will be theropods. If you want to study theropods,
then Patagonia is definitely the place to pitch your tent."

The quarry Phil was going to work in was way out on the
steppes, he said, inaccessible except by four-wheel drive. "We're

working with an Argentine paleontologist named Rodolfo Coria;
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he'll pick us up in a little town called Neuquen and drive us in to
the quarry. Takes about two hours. It's his turf, of course. We'll camp
there with him for a month or six weeks, depending on how much
help we have. There are some fascinating aspects of this new
dinosaur, sort of related to the bird-dinosaur hypothesis. It has bird-
like characteristics. It's totally unrelated to any North American
dinosaur species, and yet evolutionarily it is very close to them. It'll
be fun to see just how close."

"What's it called?"

"So far it's unnamed, but it seems to be related to a dinosaur
called Giganotosaurus, which at the moment is the largest theropod
in the world. This one might be bigger."

"Patagonia, you say?"

It was odd, standing there in one of the most modern of the
world's natural history museums, looking at a fossil no bigger than
a pigeon, and talking about the world's largest dinosaur from one of
the world's remotest regions. Two hours from Neuquen, I thought.
Where the hell was Neuquen? I felt a familiar tug, the traveller's
itch, that curious, irresistible downslope into the other. Patagonia.

"Need any help?" I asked him.

Phil hesitated for a second. "Sure," he said. "We'll need all the
help we can get. You'd be welcome.”" Then he paused again, and I
knew what he was thinking.

"T'll pay my own way," I said, having no idea how I would do that.

"We'll have to charge you for food," he said. "And you'll have to
pack in all your gear."

"No problem."

"It'll be like China," he said. I didn't know whether he meant it

as encouragement or as a warning. I took it as both.






CHAPTER TWO

Lost Worlds

IWISH I COULD SAY that science has always held a special
fascination for me, that as a child I exhibited a precocious under-
standing of the secret workings of the physical universe. But it
hasn't and I didn't. So many of the scientists I have met have told
me that their interest in science began at an impossibly early age,
practically ab ovo, later to be nurtured by (as in Phil's case) a plas-
tic dinosaur from a cereal box, or a friend's Meccano set or a cater-
pillar slowly asphyxiating in a Mason jar. Science, they have told
me, is a particular way of looking at the world, a kind of physiolog-
ical predisposition, like a second language, difficult to acquire after
puberty. One geologist I know began collecting rocks and minerals
when he was six. He became so ardent at it that his parents gave
him a special room in the house for his collection, and when he
eventually left home to go to university he had ten thousand spec-
imens, which he carefully packed and took with him. A biologist
told me that when he was ten he began picking up roadkills on his
way home from school, car-struck cougars and the like, and boiling
them on the kitchen stove to get at their bones. He was sent off to
a boarding school at an early age. A paleontologist friend has a nice
collection of animal and bird craniums, catalogued, labelled and
mounted, that he has been accumulating for as long as he can

remember. He still smuggles skulls back from cycling tours in Latin
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America; I once saw him rolling a pelican skull up in a blanket, and
was glad we were leaving the country by different routes.

Such was not my fate. For me, the butterfly in the Mason jar
never emerged from its chrysalis. I grew up in Windsor, Ontario, a
mean, hard-nosed city across the border from Detroit, although by
that I do not mean to blame the city. The plastic toys that came in
cereal boxes in Windsor were usually cars, and I didn't like cars
much, either. I suppose I collected those nature cards from packages
of Red Rose tea, like everyone else, with their murky paintings of
hoary marmots and three-toed sloths, but my interest in them, as
with hockey cards later on, was merely acquisitory. I remember my
Aunt Joan in Newfoundland sending me stacks of Audubon Nature
cards at Christmas; I admired them briefly, but they were hardly fer-
tilizer for a nascent career in zoology, and while there may have
been dinosaurs on some of the cards, as well as golden tamarinds
and stoats and other equally shaggy and mysterious creatures, they
do not, alas, stand out in my memory. A duck-billed platypus from
Australia, a duck-billed hadrosaur from Alberta, would all have

been the same to me.

So far as I know, there was no zoo in Windsor, or if there was I
did not go to it. No Museum of Natural History. I don't even
remember there being a public library, although I'm sure there must
have been one. I do remember piles of foundry sand in the welder's
yard next to our house, where the frameworks of huge transport
trailers, the kind used to haul automobiles to dealers' lots, would be
parked waiting to be repaired and towed away, looking for all the
world (come to think of it) like mounted dinosaur skeletons. In the
piles of sand we would find large chunks of very fine sandstone, so
soft we could break it in our small hands and shape it by nibbing it
on the sidewalk, or by carving it with pocket knives. It wasn't the
sandstone that fascinated me. I did not say, Hey, this is Geology and
it's fun! I carved the blocks into toys. Mostly ships, as I recall. I
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would rub them on the concrete until they had blunt prows and
skewed funnels, then I would push them abstractedly through the
red sand, pretending the foundry slag was an ocean and I was cross-
ing it. But even this exploratory urge was buried under layers of
obscurity. When Miss Finch, my grade-three teacher, had us all
stand up, one after the other, and announce what we would be
when we grew up, I did not say: I'm going to be an explorer. Possi-
bly thinking of the ships rather than of their destinations, or of the
men who welded things in the shop where the sandstone came

from, I said: "Mechanical engineer."

"Oh no," Miss Finch said, shaking her straight red hair. "Not an
engineer; you're going to be a writer."

"Oh," I said, and sat down.

Though I was not a child of science in Windsor, I must have been
one of nature, because when nature did occur to me I seem to have
been ready for it. I eventually discovered that even a city like Wind-
sor had animals and trees and birds. There was a field across the street
from our house. Well, we called it a field. It was big enough to have
a railway track running through it, with a ditch on either side, and
grass and brush growing wildly about, and I discovered that where
there is a ditch there will be tadpoles, and where there are tadpoles
there will be snakes and birds. I was in Windsor a few years ago and,
walking nostalgically through the old neighbourhood, I saw that
what we had called a field was in reality little more than a vacant
industrial lot. But I grew up in the days when city councillors could
look at a vacant lot and, if they couldn't think of anything intelligent
to do with it, they just left it alone. Now I suppose they'd pave it and
put a swing set in it and one of those homicidal merry-go-rounds, call
it a parkette and name it after someone they owed money to. But
then it was my first wilderness area. It teemed with wildlife. I
explored it daily. 1 crawled through the grass, squiggling under the tall
shedding heads, inch by inch, partly to evade detection by the troop
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of enemy soldiers I was convinced had been hiding out in a secret
underground bomb shelter since the war, but partly, mostly, to see
what kind of creatures lived there, besides myself. I would flatten a
few square feet of grass, put down some collapsed cardboard boxes for
a floor, and make a series of pathways, undetectable from the air
under their canopy of grass. The pathways radiated out from this cen-
tral fort, stretching to the far corners of the known field. Crawling
along these tunnels, with green sunlight filtering through their grassy
roofs, I encountered a perplexing diversity of urban wildlife, garter
snakes, birds, insects, groundhogs, semi-feral cats. No golden
tamarinds or crested cockatoos, but who knew what was around the
next bend? The field was my introduction to nature. Crawling

through it on my stomach was my initiation to field work.

AFTER THAT, MY NEW interest in nature might have been
fanned by the first movie I saw as a sentient being, which was King
Kong. My father had bought our first television set, a large, square,
polished wooden box that sat on a large, square, polished wooden
table. It was the most beautiful piece of furniture we owned. It
glowed in its corner even before it was turned on. The day he
brought it home, my father told me King Kong was going to be on
that afternoon, and then sent me to the corner store to buy some
pop and potato chips. When I got back, my mother had already
pulled the heavy chintz curtains in the living room and Dad had
switched on the television set (I think this was before its name
was abbreviated to TV, but why did we call that singular thing a
"set"?) and they were watching it. It was a blue light in a darkened
corner, and when you gazed into it you were drawn through its
portal into another world. It was the opposite of Alice's looking-
glass, in which Alice encountered familiar objects reversed. Tele-
vision takes a totally bizarre situation and makes it seem perfectly

natural. Then it moves you along to yet more bizarre situations.
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Take King Kong. You have a giant gorilla climbing up the
Empire State Building, carrying a woman in the palm of one hand
while being strafed by an out-of-work WWI fighter pilot, and you
find yourself saying, Oh yeah, that could happen. In this respect,
even a movie seen on television differed from the same movie seen
in a theatre. You expect extraordinary things to happen in the-
atres—that's what theatres are for—and so they do. But television
happens in our living rooms. Only ordinary things can happen in
living rooms. Me swallowing a filbert and it getting caught in my
throat, and my cousin Dumpy holding me by the legs and banging
my head on the floor until I coughed it out. That was real life.
Television took a giant gorilla terrorizing New York, and made it

seem ordinary.

So it wasn't the actor in the XXXL gorilla suit at the top of the
Empire State building that impressed me about King Kong. Even at
the age of seven, I could see that that part was faked —the gorilla's
jerky, stop-action movements, the bits of building falling in slow
motion even though Fay Wray's arms and legs were wriggling a mile
a minute. The part of the movie that held me, that drew me into a
world I accepted as real, that I could dream of visiting myself one
day, was the part when Carl Denham went to the lost island in the
East Indies to find King Kong in the first place and film it. That part
wasn't fiction, it was documentary. Gorillas lived in the East Indies,
didn't they? And one could get that big, couldn't it? Why not? And
if they captured it and brought it back to North America to show it
off, well, it stood to reason that the thing would break loose and
rampage the city. Happened every day. The rest was just inevitabil-

ity working itself out.

When King Kong arrived in America the best part of the movie
was over for me. I wanted to stay back on the island, where the men
in cloth caps and proto-Tilley jackets hacked their way through the

jungle, defending themselves from all manner of strange creatures.
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I didn't remember until I saw the film again as an adult that the
strange creatures they were defending themselves from were
dinosaurs. First they're attacked by a Stegosaurus; then their raft is
overturned and some of them are gobbled by an impossibly carniv-
orous Brontosaurus; then Kong saves Fay Wray from being chomped
by a Tyrannosaurus rex and carried off by a predatory pterodactyl. I
suppose a budding paleontologist would have noted those details,

but I didn't.

I PREFERRED BOOKS to movies. When I was nine, we moved out
of Windsor to a small farming village in central Ontario, and there
I read a lot more books than I saw 