Dinosaurs and Man


Introduction

Hello, and welcome to the ninth in my series of presentations on the conflict between science and creationism.  

Today, I’m going to be talking about the subject of dinosaurs and man – that is, the claim that dinosaurs might have overlapped with the time in which human beings have been on the Earth.   

As ever, as you’ve probably guessed by the bizarre nature of this claim, I’m basing my talk today on the slide presentations of the infamous young-earth creationist, Kent Hovind.  This means I’m going to respond to points raised in his slides, so I won’t cover all of this topic by any means – just the bits that are relevant to creationist claims.

Lots of these arguments are dealt with in the wonderful archive on TalkOrigins.org. Please search for their extremely detailed site and read their much more thorough rebuttals of these claims.  You can find many of the arguments that I've used here on that site, however, I’ve added in a few extra bits to bring the coverage up to date.

So let’s get started.


Dinosaurs were Big Lizards

Hovind's claim here, which is rare even for Young Earth Creationists, is that dinosaurs are actually still alive in the Earth today. Or, at least, that there is a good chance of it.  Strictly speaking, in case anyone tries to catch you out, he's right! For a start we now know that modern-day birds are the descendants of dinosaurs, as we learned in the previous lecture. We also keep unearthing very old species, such as the coelacanth, a fish that scientists had thought to be extinct for millions of years.

However, what young Earth creationists must believe is that dinosaurs - the creatures that we see in fossils - have been around on Earth in the last 6,000 years, right up to the flood. Most also believe that dinosaurs were on the Ark ("2 of ... every kind of living animal" - Genesis 6:20) and that therefore they must have survived after the flood, which was supposed to have happened around 4,500 years ago. The debate here does diverge slightly. Some Young Earth Creationists believe that dinosaurs didn't survive long after the flood, but others believe that they continued to breed for many years right up to the present day - or, at least, most of the way.

It seems strange to me that exactly the creatures that scientists find in the most ancient rocks, dated back millions of years, are the exact same ones which all died out in the time since the flood. Whereas we don't find any traces of modern-day creatures in those same rocks. Or even, in many cases, anything approximately similar. That sounds like an ungraspably unlikely coincidence.

Hovind proposes another solution - he denies that dinosaurs existed at all. Or, at least, he tries to. He suggests that dinosaurs still exist, but he proposes that many of the giant lizards that we see in the fossil record were just that - giant lizards. You see, before the fictional global flood, he proposes that there was a canopy of vapour in the atmosphere which protected everything from the harmful rays of the sun, allowing animals to live for a great length of time. Oddly, that effect didn't cease after the flood – according to the Bible, many people kept living for many centuries for quite some time afterwards.) So dinosaurs are really just normal lizards which have continued to grow for a very long time.

How plausible is that claim? Well, for a start, Dinosaur eggs are much larger than lizard eggs. Or even eggs of huge creatures such as crocodiles. If dinosaurs were just lizards that grew old and got very large, then I don’t see why that would make their eggs larger. Surely they would start the same size?

Do modern reptiles actually carry on growing? Well, they can to an extent, within certain limits, but only if there is plenty of food. And lizards definitely have a fixed lifetime, just like Human beings seem to do. So there’s a limit in the size to which they can grow.

The maximum size of lizards is also constrained by their fundamental morphology. There is a very large difference between, say, a brontosaurus and a modern-day lizard. If you try to scale up a lizard to the size of a brontosaurus it will be crushed under the weight of its own body – when you look at the skeletons of the larger dinosaurs, or indeed any large animal alive today such as the hippopotamus or elephant – they have many distinct features which allow them to support their enormous weight – namely, short, thick legs with huge bones and vast muscles. If you double the size of a lizard in every dimension, you will quadruple the strength of the legs, however you will multiply the weight by eight times, so the legs will no longer have the required strength to support the body. A fundamental change in morphology is needed, and just the process of growing with old age doesn’t accomplish that.

More than this, dinosaurs had many morphological features that we don’t see in lizards today, such as the sails of dimetrodons, the back spines of stegosauruses and the bipedalism of the tyrannosaurs, therapods and others. Dinosaurs are not just big lizards, but they are qualitatively different creatures.


Legendary Beasts

Many stories of old talk about dragons, and other fantastic creatures. Hovind takes this as evidence that such beasts existed. However, there are many stories about all sorts of mythical beasts that I’m sure Hovind denies the existence of, such as the Greek and Roman gods, who are depicted as coming down to Earth and either killing of sleeping with a range of mortal humans, depending on their whims.  There’s also the Hydra, defeated by Hercules, Medusa, the Minotaur, and all sorts of other monsters. Does Hovind believe in them, too? What about fairies and pixies? Does he believe in those?

Legends are simply not evidence – they can’t be taken literally.  Legends are the stories of an ancient time, before our knowledge about the natural world improved to the state it’s in today.  As our knowledge improves, legends die out, and sometimes they are replaced with more modern takes on legends – conspiracy theories, alien abduction stories, ghosts… There’s not a shred of reliable evidence for any of them, but the human mind seems to really enjoy them, and in many cases actually seeks them out and prefers them to real explanations of natural phenomena. 

Hovind brings up at this point many examples of long-necked animals in ancient art, claiming that they may be depictions of living dinosaurs seen by the ancient people. This claim is extremely dubious – all the images Hovind displays can be easily interpreted as caricatured representations of llamas, serpents, giraffes and many other similar beasts.  To believe the claim that dinosaurs have been alive in the last few thousand years is going to require some truly staggering evidence, and we haven’t seen anything more than wild conjecture and fantasy so far.


Fire Breathing

Hovind brings up the question of fire breathing, to try to give some plausibility to his claim that dragons might have been dinosaurs.  This point really isn’t at all important – whether or not animals might have been able to breathe fire is irrelevant to the debate about creationism. There may be a mechanism that we could plausibly build up to allow for some sort of release of noxious gases, or maybe even a brief flash of combustible gases, but it’s certainly nothing like the sort of mechanism that we hear of in stories of old.

Besides, what’s the point? No animals today do anything remotely similar, it seems like a very dangerous and maladaptive way to attack one’s prey, and frankly it’s not a very effective way of doing so either.  The claim that dragons might ever possibly have existed is so unscientific that it’s really not worth any more of our effort. Let’s move on.


Peruvian Burial Stones

The Ica stones are a collection of andesite burial stones from Peru, which date back from as early as the 16th century, and have been found in archaeological excavations across Peru. They were popularised in the late 1960s when local doctor Javier Cabrera brought them to the attention of the world’s media. Dr Cabrera built up a large collection of thousands of these stones that he collected over many years.  The remarkable thing is that several of these stones depict dinosaurs, often being ridden by human beings. Others depict modern technology or medical procedures.

There are a few genuine burial stones that really do date back to the 16th century, or thereabouts, but the majority of those found by Cabrera, including all those depicting fantastic creatures, were of course hoaxes. A local farmer called Basilio Uschuya admitted as long ago as 1973 to forging a very large number of them and selling them on, often to tourists. After a brief flirtation with the authorities, Uschuya got off scot free and, as far as I’m aware, may still be plying his trade today.

In 1998, Spanish investigator Vicente Paris, after a thorough examination of many of the stones, concluded that most or perhaps all of them were modern hoaxes.

The fact that Hovind even mentions this story is a very clear indication of the sloppiness of his research or, frankly, the fact that he’s willing to lie through his teeth and selectively present evidence that he knows to be false, in order to convince people of his case. I find that extremely disappointing, especially in a man who, as we’ll see in later presentations, tries to claim that Evolution leads to immorality.  I think I’ll leave the listener to make up their own minds about that one.




1977 Creature

A strange animal was fished from the sea in the waters off New Zealand in 1977.  The Japanese fishing vessel Zuiyo-Maru pulled a decomposing carcass out of the water that resembled, to them at least, a plesiosaur – one of an extinct group of marine reptiles that were believed to have died out in the Cretaceous-Tertiary extinction, 65 million years ago.  The fishermen took some samples of the creature’s flesh, took a few photos, and then threw the carcass back in the water.

When the fishermen returned to Japan, intense speculation began about what they might have caught. Several leading Japanese biologists pronounced that the creature had probably been a plesiosaur, which would throw the evolutionary theory into question. After all, if plesiosaurs were still alive today, then the fossil record must be incredibly inaccurate. Or maybe plesiosaurs were never 65 million years old anyway.

Actually, the argument Hovind is trying to make here is obscure. I believe his point is that dinosaurs and men lived together, and the plesiosaurs somehow survived through the flood (with its massive changes in water salinity) and plesiosaurs are still around today as a living dinosaur.

However, it was fortunate that the fishermen had taken some samples. Later analysis of the amino acids in the creature’s tissue were shown to correlate with those of a basking shark, and several other marine biologists also declared that this was exactly what it looked like to them. Shark carcasses decompose in an unusual way, as their tissue is of varying density and composition, and though the photo seems very strange to those of us who aren’t trained marine experts, the decomposition patterns are very easily understood to an expert.  For plesiosaurs – which were large marine predators who also breathed air – to have survived to this day would have been a truly staggering occurrence, and it would need a lot more evidence than this to prove it.


Pictures of Basking Shark Carcasses

The 1977 creature wasn’t the only example of a basking shark carcass wrongly identified as some kind of sea monster, and it’s easy to see why. Here is a photo of the creature itself on the left, and, for comparison, the carcass of a basking shark on the right, also found in New Zealand. The elongated section that resembles a plesiosaur’s neck is clearly evident in both pictures, together with the large central section where the ribcage expands out.


Nessie

Hovind really surprises me here by talking about the Loch Ness Monster, or Nessie. I’m pretty sure he can’t actually believe this for real – the Nessie myth is so obviously untrue that nobody over the age of ten actually takes it seriously. But he certainly does mention it in his presentation as a plausible “dinosaur alive today”.  And there are many sightings of Nessie, just like there are many sightings of UFOs and pixies, but to this day there’s been not one shred of decent evidence that it exists. Just a selection of photos of pieces of wood floating in the water, and a few fakes, such as the 1934 photo on this slide, which was admitted as a hoax.

There have been many studies to check to see if Nessie actually exists in the Loch, including those in the years 1934, 1967-8, 1969, 1970, 1972, 1975, 1993 and 2001. Studies have used a range of methods including sonar, and found absolutely nothing.

Loch Ness is 37 kilometres, or 23 miles long, and its deepest point is 230 metres.  For a creature like a plesiosaur, which is what Nessie is presumed to be, to survive here and escape detection seems implausible. For there to be a stable breeding population, enough to last millions of years, it would require hundreds of individuals not just one, and they would have been seen much more convincingly than this.  Especially in this era of pervasive cameras and video phones, the absence of evidence is, in this case, evidence of absence.

In fact this is a strong argument for many kinds of cryptozoological creatures, which is the class of creatures such as Nessie and the abominable snowman or yeti or sasquatch as it’s sometimes known. The claim is often made that an absence of evidence doesn’t equal an evidence of absence, which is a fair point in most cases, but actually sometimes it does. Sometimes when you absolutely expect to find evidence, then the fact that you find none is in fact evidence of absence – it’s evidence that the creature that you’re looking for doesn’t exist.

The only sensible conclusion about the Nessie story is that its continued popularity probably has more to do with a shrewd tourist board than anything else.


Randall Reinstedt

This is a quick one. Randall Reinstedt is the author of a series of books on strange paranormal goings-on in California, including ghosts and sea monsters.  His book “Shipwrecks and Sea Monsters of California’s central coast” mentions several cases of so-called monsters that washed up on the shores.  Most of these have been shown to be either basking sharks or whales, and there’s really not much more to add to the debate. I think the bottom line here is that we would simply see more evidence, and in fact we have none.


Human Remains from the Cretaceous

The main article cited on this slide was a piece of original research by Dr Jamie Gutierrez from Bogota, Columbia. Dr Gutierrez found a fossilised pair of human hands in the same strata as a fossilised Icthyosaur from the Cretaceous period, over 65 million years ago.  If this were really true then it would be an absolute cast-iron disproof of all of modern biology, geology and anthropology. And let’s face it, the creationists would have won.

But of course it isn’t true.  The fossilised “hands” were identified by Dr Peter Meylan and Dr Walter Joyce, both experts on vertebrate palaeontology, as the remains of the flipper bones from a sea turtle.  In fact, it is a beautiful testament to homologous evolution – the concept that evolution might drive the design of similar limbs on similar creatures in the same direction, albeit entirely independently.  It is also a great example of Creationists just not doing their due diligence, and jumping on anything they can find without checking if it’s real or not.

On this slide I’ve included a picture of the actual fossilised hands with two of a fossil turtle’s flipper, for comparison. The first is from Dr Gutierrez himself, and the second and third are from the web site of expert palaeontologist Mike Everhart at the University of Kansas.  I’m sure you can see the similarities, and it’s obvious why people have been fooled by this. But the point is not that it’s easy to be fooled by it, but more that they shouldn’t be fooled by it.  Before someone makes a scientific report saying that they’ve discovered something extraordinary, they should check that there’s no simpler explanation.


Paluxy River Tracks

The Paluxy River is in the US state of Texas, and is famous for a series of fossilised dinosaur tracks that have been found there. The Glen Rose formation, dating back over 100 million years, contains fossilised footprints of sauropod dinosaurs and also, it is claimed, human footprints. Again, if this were true then it would scupper the entire science of evolution, not to mention geology.

So what’s the explanation? Well it’s a combination of things. Partly, the tracks claimed to be human are simply mis-identified dinosaur tracks, or sometimes just the result of holes in the rock and a particularly strong imagination. However, the majority of the more impressive looking ones were just forgeries.

The family of the man who originally found the fossils, later admitted it was a hoax. "My grandfather was a very good sculptor," said Zana Douglas, daughter of the finder George Adams. She explained that in the 1930s and the Depression, residents made money by making moonshine and selling dinosaur fossils. The fossils were bought for $15 to $30 and when the supply ran low, George Adams, Zana's grandfather, "just carved more, some with human footprints thrown in."

Even the Institute for Creation Research admits this, and they say clearly on their website that “it would now be improper for creationists to continue to use the Paluxy data as evidence against evolution”. If your arguments are too wacky for the ICR, then you know you’re on the wrong path.


Other Human Tracks

What about other allegedly fossilised human tracks together with dinosaur tracks?  Well here’s a couple more examples that Hovind cites, with very familiar and predictable explanations.

The State Park Ledge tracks, in the Dinosaur Valley State Park in Texas, are alleged human tracks found in the late 60s and 70s. Clever photos, taken using techniques designed to emphasise the human-like features of these alleged tracks, have been circulated, but later analysis shows the tracks mostly just to be unusually eroded rocks, and not tracks at all. Studies by Farlow in 1987 and Kuban in 1986 cover this area.

The Baugh and McFall sites are similar and nearby to these other examples, and again, no convincing plausible human tracks have ever been shown to exist here either.  A study by Cole and Godfrey in 1985 ascribes them, just like the other tracks, to a combination of wishful thinking and, unfortunately, forgery.

The bottom line is that the human eye sees what it wants to see. One person sees a small, eroded series of holes in a rock, and another sees a fully-formed fossilised human footprint. Claims of human remains in the Cretaceous remain easily falsifiable.




Likouala Swamps

The Likouala swamps in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, are a very large area of swampland and forestry which has a fairly low population density, and is accompanied by a number of legends of mythical beasts. Hovind suggests that this might be a haven for undiscovered dinosaurs. Except, of course, that there’s no evidence for it whatsoever, despite scores of expeditions trying to find such creatures.  

What’s the plausibility of this claim? Well, let’s think about it – in the age of satellite photos, of Google Earth, and of miniature video cameras, not one dinosaur has ever been photographed in this area or indeed in any other.  There are no bones, no corpses, no photos, no videos, not even convincingly damaged forestry.  And Likouala has a fairly high amount of forestry business and rich agriculture, not to mention 90,000 people living there, so there are definitely plenty of people around who would have seen such creatures if they existed.  A stable breeding population, as I’ve said before, would need hundreds of individuals at least.  No, this just simply isn’t possible.

It's difficult to advise what to say on a subject that is so utterly ridiculous. Dinosaurs and man clearly never overlapped - it takes a special kind of delusion to claim this. To summarise, there are a handful of really obvious show-stoppers:

(1) Yes, there are pictures of dinosaurs on ancient texts. Most of them are just simple animals, but some are not. But there are also many depictions of Greek and Roman gods - do creationists believe in those, too?

(2) Healthy breeding populations take hundreds of individuals. How did so many large animals escape detection? No remains, no photos, not even any bones have been found.

(3) Dinosaurs are not just giant lizards - they are demonstrably different in their physiological make-up.
 
(4) The concept of excessive longevity caused by a vapour canopy is ridiculous and impossible anyway, as I’ll show in a later talk.


Well that’s all for now. As ever, there’s loads more information on my website at frayn.net, where you can also find a transcript of this talk and all the following ones, and all the previous ones, and you can keep up-to-date with my blog as well as learning about some of my other work.

See you next time, when I’ll be talking about the evolution of hominids, and the earliest ancestors of modern man.

Colin Frayn
London,
April/May 2011

