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Uncover the origins of four seriously strange creatures

Mythical Monsters

You wander past a corner of the library where someone is reading a 
story aloud to a group. It’s an epic fairy tale about monsters! You take 
a seat to listen in and learn about the mythical creatures.

Dragon

Ferocious, fire-breathing monsters are common characters in myth-
ical tales. Stories about these fearsome beasts likely originated 
around the same time in both China and Europe. About 6,000 years 
ago, Chinese historians started mistaking dinosaur fossils for drag-
on bones. In Italy and Greece, it’s possible that tales about giant croc-
odiles in Africa’s Nile River turned into stories about dragons. Ko-
modo dragons, large lizards that live on islands in Indonesia, don’t 
breathe fire—but they are venomous! 

Mermaids

Mythical mermaids show up in 
stories across centuries and con-
tinents. Legends of half-human, 
half-fish creatures date back 
5,000 years, in an area known 
as Mesopotamia. Then, of course, there’s Disney’s movie version, 
which shows a young mermaid named Ariel with long, flowing red 
hair. Centuries ago, explorers thought they saw these mystic marine 
creatures in real life. But what were they really seeing? Manatees!  

FU N FACT

Manatees are sometimes 
called “sea cows” because 
they graze on seagrasses.
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Basilisk

You might remember the mighty basilisk from one of Harry Potter’s 
heroic adventures at Hogwarts. But that’s not the first time this gi-
ant snakelike monster was featured in a story. Stories from ancient 

Rome warn about the basilisk ’s 
deadly venom. It turns out that 
giant sea serpents really do ex-
ist—kind of. Paleontologists 
recently discovered fossils of a 
similar animal. The giant mosa-
saur, a type of marine dinosaur, 

stalked the waters around the North African country Morocco look-
ing for a meal. The estimated 26-foot-long reptile couldn’t poison 
its enemies, but it could grab prey with its snakelike hooked teeth. 
Today, a much smaller kind of basilisk—the green basilisk lizard—
walks the planet.

DID YOU KNOW?

The green basilisk lizard 
can run across water!

Mermaid swimming underwater in the deep blue sea

The gentle, slow-moving marine mammals were often mistaken for mer-
maids. Manatees might not have hair, but they do have tails. The animals 
perform “tail stands” in shallow water. They put their tails to the seafloor as 
their nostrils reach the surface to breathe.
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Chupacabra

Unlike some other mythical creatures, blood-sucking chupacabras 
are pretty new to the monster world. The first chupacabra, which 
means “goat sucker” in Spanish, was supposedly first seen in Puer-
to Rico in 1995. At the time, people believed it was a vampire-like 
monster that killed animals to feast on their blood. Stories spread 
throughout Latin America. But what was really going on? Scientists 
suspect that these animals were really coyotes that had been infect-
ed with parasites. The parasites caused a skin disease that gave the 
animals a fearsome appearance.

A common basilisk climbs up a tree trunk in Costa Rica’s rainforest


