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Article abstract
Vertebrate footprints are imprinted by the million daily Into the world's
beaches, dunes and river and lake margins. However, they survive as
fossilsonly in special environmental circumstances. When fossil vertebrate
footprints were first recognized by human eyes can never be known, but their
scientific study commenced in the 1820s with discoveries in the New Red
Sandstone (now known to be Permian) of Dumfriesshire, Scotland. These
prompted Rev. William Buckland to try to simulate the tracks (the very earliest
paleoecological experiments).
Footprints discovered somewhat later in German Triassic strata, and
inappropriately named 'Chirotherium,' generated a prolonged controversy
concerning the character of the trackmaker.This was not resolved until
Wolfgang Soergel's studies in the 1920s, his deductions being confirmed by
osteological discoveries 40 years later. Trifid imprints in Wealden (Early
Cretaceous) sandstones of southern England were also initially misinterpreted,
since bipedality in dinosaurs was not then known.
Fossil vertebrate footprints are nowperceived to be of particular importance
for three reasons;
1. They provide direct evidence for the existence of animals not known
fromosteological remains;
2. They furnish information on the locomotory and social behaviour of the
trackmakers, — Information that could not be adduced from bones — and
3. Since they tell about the way of life of extinct animals, they tell us also about
the environments those animals inhabited.
Results include recognition of the presence of small amphibians in the Triassic,
yet unknown from bones, and of the existence of marsupials and wading birds
in the Middle Cretaceous of North America; confirmation of the fashion of
movement between drying-out pools of rhipistidean fishes and of the existence
of tadpole-like larval stages in Mississippian (Late Carboniferous) amphibians;
determination of the gait, speed, swimming abilities, and herd behaviour of
dinosaurs; and demonstration that the running gait of horses was innate, not
man-taught. Paleoichnology is indeed the only means for transforming our
images of the past from still to moving pictures.
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