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Coelophysis (see here) enjoys a midnight snack, but it cannot abide mushrooms.
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Introduction to the 2020 Edition

When this book was first published the modern internet did not exist, and accurate information was difficult to get hold of. Dinosaur-owners were largely on their own so I decided to provide a quick and easy reference source, mainly (but not only) for beginners. This turned out to be more difficult than I thought: accurate knowledge was tricky to get hold of, with different sources often providing very little useful information, and this often contradictory. Rather than give up, I decided to publish what I considered to be a sensible and reliable account of some of the better-known dinosaurs (and their allies), using such information as was then readily available; this could then be used as a starting point for the enthusiastic amateur. Thus was the first edition born, and it proved a great success. But with success comes controversy and it became clear that rather than using the book as a starting point for their own adventures in the field of megapets, many readers were using the book as a sort of secular bible or (as they would put it) an infallible source of irrefutable fact.

That is not what this book is. It is designed mainly to inspire and generate a love of intimacy with dinosaurs, and to stimulate readers to discover for themselves how dinosaurs can be used to improve their lives and add intellectual and emotional depth to their existence. Inspire and stimulate: those are the key words. Read the book; consider your own desires, choose a dinosaur; and then the work begins. Use the internet, especially social media, to glean all the information you can. This will be fragmentary and inaccurate in many cases and unsound in most, but it will be helpful and stimulating. When you have finally chosen your dinosaur you will be able to judge for yourself how useful the information is, whether true, false, helpful or fatal.

Of course, many of you will not have the slightest desire to own a dinosaur of your own. You may have picked up a copy of the book because you liked the look of its cover, or just because you like reading about dinosaurs or looking at pictures of them. Perhaps a mildly distant relative, looking for a suitable birthday or Christmas present, saw a copy in a second-hand bookshop and thought of you. If reading this book encourages you to have a go, so much the better; if your interest is more objective and you do not have the slightest wish to own a dinosaur this too is a perfectly acceptable attitude: many smallish houses or flats, particularly those without gardens, are not really suitable for many species, particularly the bigger ones. Do your research: be sensible in your choice.

In the last half-century dinosaur-keeping has changed in many ways, but the one that has most impressed me is how different nations have responded. The USA and Mongolia have always provided us with keen dinosaur-lovers, but lately China and Argentina have jumped ahead, providing entirely new populations of dinosaur-lovers. Here I must strike a note of caution: unless we are thoughtful and careful, the unfettered capture and destruction of dinosaurs may lead to a catastrophic diminution of populations, perhaps resulting in their wholesale extinction. We must not let this happen.

Robert Mash, 2020


Foreword

Great humorists don’t tell jokes. They plant new species of jokes and then help them evolve, or just sit back and watch them self-propagate, grow and sprout again.

Stephen Potter’s Gamesmanship is a single elaborated joke, nurtured and sustained through Lifemanship and One-Upmanship. The joke mutated and evolved with such fertility that, far from fading with repetition, it grew and became funnier. He helped it along by planting supporting memes: ‘ploy’ and ‘gambit’, the pseudo-academic footnotes, the fictitious collaborators, Odoreida and Gattling-Fenn – who just might not be fictitious. Now, thirty years after Potter’s death, if I were to coin, say, Postmodernship, or GM-manship, you would be primed for the joke and ready to go one better. Most Jeeves stories are mutants of one archetypal joke, and again it is a species that evolves and matures to become more funny, not less, with the retelling. The same could be said of 1066 and All That, The Memoirs of an Irish RM, and certainly Lady Addle Remembers. How to Keep Dinosaurs belongs in that great tradition.

Ever since our student days together, Robert Mash has been not just a humorist but a fecund propagator of new evolutionary lineages of humour. If he had a predecessor, it was Psmith: ‘That low moaning sound you hear is the wolf bivouacked outside my door’ is what I would think of as a Mashian way of saying ‘I’m skint’. Psmithian, too, was Mash’s grave response to a woman who had just met him at a party. On learning that he was a schoolmaster at a famous school, her innocent conversational question was, ‘And do you have girls?’ His one-word reply, ‘Occasionally’, was calculated to disconcert with exactly Psmith’s unblinking solemnity.

Mash’s imaginative variants of ‘Stap m’vitals’ had his whole circle of friends busy inventing new ones, which became ever more bizarre as the species evolved through the memetic microculture. The same for names of English pubs. The Rose and Crown in Oxford was our local (where, indeed, much of this early evolution took place) but it was seldom referred to so straightforwardly. ‘See you in The Cathedral and Gallbladder’ would have been heard somewhere along the evolutionary line. Later specimens seem funny only within the context of their evolutionary history. Another lineage that Mash planted was the indefinitely evolving variant of the ‘Our … friend’ convolution. To begin with, ‘Rose and Crown’ might be ‘Our floral regal friend’ but later descendants of the line evolved the baroque crypticity of a crossword clue and needed a classical education to decipher. The phylum to which all these Mashian species of humour ultimately belonged could be called deadpan circumlocution.

But the youthful Robert Mash as humorist belies the serious scholar of his maturity. Nowhere is his serious side more evident than in this book, where he brings together his lifelong expertise on dinosaurs, their habits and maintenance, in sickness and in health. His name has long been a byword in the dinosaur fancy. From show-ring to auction hall, from racecourse to pterosaur moor, no gathering of saurophiles is complete until the whisper goes the rounds: ‘Mash has arrived.’ Even the carnosaurs seem to sense the presence of the master and walk with an added spring to their bipedal step, an added sneer to their bacteria-laced jaws. He is ever ready with a reassuring pat to the diffident hindquarters of a Compsognathus or timely advice to its owner.

‘Is your lap-dinosaur reaching that difficult (not to say uncomfortable) age of needing a spur trim?’

Is your lap-dinosaur reaching that difficult (not to say uncomfortable) age of needing a spur trim? Mash will advise you on proper pruning before it all ends in tears and inadvertent (and oh so well-meant) laparotomy. Is your gun-dinosaur becoming overenthusiastic? Call Mash in before it ‘retrieves’ too many beaters (your retriever’s mouth may be as soft as your ghillie’s muffled cries for help, but there are limits to both). For those embarrassing moments, as when a Microraptor forgets it is in the drawing room, Mash’s advice is as discreet as it is succinct. Or are you looking for a load of well-rotted Iguanodon manure for the smallholding? Mash is your man.

Though nowadays better known as sage elder statesman of the dinosaur fancy, Robert Mash has seen his share of action. Few who saw him ‘up’ will forget his insouciant seat on ‘Killer’, as he nursed that peerless hunter over the twenty-foot jumps to yet another clear round. As for dressage, under ‘RM’s’ spirited martingale even a buck Brachiosaurus would prance like a thoroughbred Ornithomimus. His view halloo when whipping in that famous pack of twenty Velociraptor would quicken the pulse of any sportsman, and chill the already cold blood of the hapless Bambiraptor gone to ground. And when he donned his well-pounced leather, he was not to be snited at – indeed he was lucratively sought after as a consultant in Arabian royal houses. His freshly enseamed Pterodactylus, expertly cast off and with the wind in its sails, would ring up peerlessly before footing and trussing its Archaeopteryx with a final, satisfying feake on the gauntlet.

For years, his many friends and admirers on the dinosaur circuit had urged Mash to set down his lifetime’s experience in book form, as only he could. The first edition of How to Keep Dinosaurs was the result, and it predictably sold out quicker than the whipcrack of an Apatosaurus’ tail. Through the out-of-print wilderness years, well-thumbed bootleg copies became ever more prized possessions, jealously guarded in game bag or Range Rover glove pocket. The need for a second edition became pressing and I am delighted to have been instrumental, however indirectly, in helping to bring it about (‘Whoso findeth a publisher findeth a good thing’ – Proverbs 18:22). The second edition has, of course, benefited from Mash’s tireless correspondence with dinosaur-owners the world over.

The book can be appreciated on many levels. It is by no means only an owner’s manual, though it is indispensably that. For all its sound practical advice, it could only have been written by a professional zoologist, drawing deeply on theory and scholarship. Many of the facts herein are accurate. The world of dinosaurs has always been richly provided with wonder and amazement, and Mash’s manual only adds to the mixture. As a theological aside, creationists (now excitingly rebranded as Intelligent Design Theorists) will find it an invaluable resource in their battle against the preposterous canard that humans and dinosaurs are separated by 65 million years of geological time.

‘A dinosaur is for life (a very long life in the case of some sauropods) not just for Christmas’

As Robert Mash himself might warn, a dinosaur is for life (a very long life in the case of some sauropods) not just for Christmas. The same could be said of his book. Nevertheless, it will make a delightful present for anyone, of any age, and for many Christmases to come.

Richard Dawkins
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