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Dinosaurs vs. Birds:
The Fossils Don’t Lie

by Timothy L. Clarey, Ph.D.*

The term “Dinosauria” was first used in 1841 by Sir Richard Owen in an
address to the British Association for the Advancement of Science, subse-
quently publishing the term in 1842. He was the first to recognize that
dinosaurs (“fearfully great reptiles”) were a distinct group of reptiles, much
different from today’s lizards. Owen defined dinosaurs as reptiles that walked
erect, having a posture similar to elephants and rhinos. Dinosaurs did not have
wings, flippers, or fins. Owen was the best known and most authoritative
comparative anatomist in the nineteenth century. He argued extensively
against Darwin’s theory of evolution later in his life.

Thomas Huxley, the famous supporter of Darwin’s theory, was the first
person to suggest the dinosaurian origin for birds in publications between
1868 and 1870. Huxley found that some dinosaurs had a bird-like ankle joint,
a short torso, massively braced hips, a long and mobile neck, and long hind
limbs so typical of bird anatomy. He also found that some dinosaurs had holes
in the bones for air sacs as in modern birds, and that some dinosaurs pos-
sessed the backward pubic bone typical of birds.! Later, the presence of what
is interpreted as a “wishbone” in some dinosaurs was added to this list.”

Archaeopteryx to Archaeoraptor: Bird to Hoax
In the middle of the controversy is the so-called transitional fossil often cited
as the link between birds and dinosaurs entitled Archaeopteryx. All ten
specimens have been found in Germany in the Solnhofen Limestone of Late
Jurassic age (150 million years old by evolutionary standards). Pat Shipman
stated that, “These few, special fossils have served as the basis for brilliant
deductions, wild speculations, penetrating analyses, and amazing insights.” It
is the well-preserved impressions of feathers on several of the specimens that
have elevated Archaeopteryx to icon status as the first bird.

Among the first critics of Archaeopteryx as the first bird was Sankar
Chatterjee when he announced the discovery of a Triassic “bird” he called
Protoavis. As sponsors of Chatterjee’s research, the National Geographic
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Society (NGS) chose to release the discovery before formal peer-review and
scientific scrutiny of his work, drawing sharp criticism from his colleagues.* He did
however, allow the NGS to publicize his finding, theoretically pushing back the first
bird 75 million years before Archaeopteryx. However, many paleontologists did not
agree, and today some even doubt Protoavis is a bird at all.’ The NGS continued to
create controversy with the 1999 publication of the “feathered” dinosaur Archaeo-
raptor, again announcing the discovery prior to peer-review. It was later learned that
this specimen was a glued together composite of a bird and a dinosaur. In other
words, it was a fake. Jonathan Wells went so far as to label the specimen the
“Piltdown bird” in memory of the Piltdown man hoax.® The NGS should have
learned in 1991 not to make “scientific” claims or announce discoveries until the
findings are first peer-reviewed for scientific integrity.’

One of the biggest stumbling blocks to the idea that dinosaurs evolved into birds
continues to be the lack of fossil support. Shipman commented, “The bipedal
ancestor hypothesis, while favored strongly by logic, has little direct evidence from
the fossil record to support or refute it.”® The best fossil evidence for a link is the
historical confusion between Archaeopteryx and Compsognathus. At least three of
the Archaeopteryx specimens were initially misidentified as either a Compsognathus
or a pterosaur. Unfortunately, these two animals are found in the same strata,
making it difficult to argue that Compsognathus was the ancestor of Archaeopteryx.
Advocates for the dinosaur/bird hypothesis are left claiming that something yet
unknown was the ancestor to Archaeopteryx. “This may be true, but balancing on a
hypothetical ancestor is an even shakier proposition than balancing on one leg while
the other moves forward,” stated Shipman.®

It gets even more confusing when you consider that most of the dinosaurs
claimed to be ancestors to birds are found in rocks much younger than Archaeop-
teryx. Dinosaurs like Velociraptor and Deinonychus are found in rocks of the
Cretaceous Period. These rocks are, by evolutionary standards, 75 million years
younger than the Late Jurassic Period rocks containing Archaeopteryx. This
information tends to be downplayed by the advocates for the dinosaur/bird relation-
ship who insist that some, as yet, undiscovered ancestor must be the common link to
both groups, regardless of the lack of fossil support.

Cladistics: An Attempt to Circumvent the Facts
Paleontologists have tried to get around the fossil “problems” by employing a new
system of classifying organisms called cladistics. This system describes organisms on
the basis of sister-group relationships between organisms.'® Cladists classify extinct
and extant organisms on equal footing without regard to time, and in the process,
unknown or missing transitional fossils become conveniently dismissed or eliminated.
The problem with cladistics is the arbitrary choice of what constitutes an evo-
lutionary novelty. An evolutionary novelty is an inherited change from a previous
pattern or structure that makes an organism unique.'" Choosing evolutionary
novelties creates particular problems for extinct organisms because only morpho-
logical features are available for comparison. The choices are made based on expert
opinion, or in the words of Henry Gee, “persons qualified to judge the evidence.”*?
Gee further explained, “The danger for scientists is that they will come to believe
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the hype, that they are indeed secular priests in possession of the truth with a capital
T, the ‘truth that can be known’. But such truth is expressly unscientific [falls
short].”"® The reason many fell for the Archaeoraptor hoax was their belief in their
own hype, regardless of the poor science involved.' They believed so strongly that
birds evolved from dinosaurs that all evidence to the contrary was ignored or
brushed aside as unimportant. They became “priests,” preaching their own version
of “science.”

Additional Evidence

Many dinosaur skin imprints have been identified in the last 150 years. These
discoveries, like the spectacular discovery of embryonic skin imprints from Argen-
tina in 1998, show only scales, very similar to modern reptiles. There are no known
dinosaurs possessing feathers like we see in Archaeopteryx."

Recently, a new dinosaur was discovered, named Juravenator, from rocks near
those containing Archaeopteryx.'® This new specimen exhibited clear reptilian
scales along its tail without a trace of feathers. The authors attempted to explain the
lack of feathers in such a “bird-like” specimen by suggesting that feathers were
merely seasonal or that feathers must have evolved more than once. The simplest
solution is that they had no feathers in the first place.

Alan Feduccia, an ornithologist, and his team of scientists found no evidence of
true feathers in any of the recently published “feathered” dinosaurs from China."”
They concluded that the presumed “protofeathers” were merely the remains of
collagenous fiber meshworks that formed feather-looking patterns during decompo-
sition. Feduccia’s team further added that it is too early to declare that “birds are
living dinosaurs,” and that “the problem of avian origins is far from being re-
solved.”!® These authors warned that the strict overemphasis on cladistics, and the
ignoring of data from stratigraphy, embryology, ecology, and biogeography, has
resulted in misleading interpretations of the evidence.'

Another team of scientists found both soft-tissue and skeletal support that
indicates birds and dinosaurs are not related.” They concluded that the theropod
dinosaurs, including the recently discovered, Sinosauropteryx, did not have a bird-
type lung-diaphragm, but a crocodilian-type of system, further widening the gap
between birds and dinosaurs.

Conclusions

What does the Bible say about dinosaurs? The term “dinosaur” wasn’t used in
Biblical times, but we do have a passage in Job 40:15-18 that describes a huge,
sauropod-type animal that ate grass (the behemoth). Until recently, no grasses
were found as fossils in rocks containing dinosaurs. However, in 2005, a group of
scientists discovered titanosaurid sauropods did eat grass.?' They found evidence for
grass in fossilized dinosaur dung (coprolites) from Late Cretaceous rocks of India.
Even the “tubes of bronze” (literal rendering of “strong pieces of brass”) has been
backed and supported by discoveries of dinosaur bones, as sauropod vertebrae are
hollowed out with structures called pleurocoels along the sides of the centra,*

and possessing strong leg bones like “iron.” Again and again, scientists find that
dinosaurs were in fact, a unique group of reptiles, not truly like modern lizards and
not bird-like either, but indeed one of God’s marvels of creation.
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