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From Ussher to Slusher, from Archbish to Gish: or, not in a million years...

COLIN GROVES

Abstract

Attempts to construct Biblical-based chronologies of the earth, life
and humanity are reviewed. There are both pre-evolutionary
attempts, such as that by Archbishop Ussher, and modern ones, by
the “creation science’ movement, led by Dr Gish. The models con-
structed by the Archbishop and his contemporaries were excus-
able; the present-day ones are constructed not in ignorance of
modern advances in geology, pulacontology and archacology but
despite them, and involve contrived arguments intended to refute
them. Resulting world-views can be richly comic, but their pur-
pose in overturning accepted ways of gaining knowledge is to con-
trol science, the arts and humanities, and so to exert control over
politics and human minds. As such they should be taken seriously
and strenuously combated by the archacological profession, rather
than ignored as is the usual practice.

The earth is 4.5 billion years old. The ‘Cambrian explo-
sion” began 590 million years ago. About 65 million
years ago, an asteroid may have crashed into the earth
off Yucatan, and blotted out the sun for a while and the
dinosaurs for ever. Meanwhile living organisms were
changing and diversifying over the long eons, culminat-
ing in the appearance of animals we might designate as
‘human’ about 2 million years ago, and of people indis-
tinguishable from ourselves something over 100,000
years ago. As for Australia, people burst upon this unsus-
pecting continent a few tens of thousands of years ago.
This much we know from the accumulated efforts of
about 200 years of modern scientific endeavour; cosmol-
ogy, geology, geophysics, palacontology, biology,
anthropology and archaeology all tell the same story.
Because essentially it is part of a package, we can lump
it all together under the heading of the Theory of
Evolution. (One can of course accept the concept of
“deep time’ without accepting biological change, but this
so-called ‘progressive creation’ is a rare belief, and I will
ignore it here). It has been built up in the way all scien-
tific advances are made, namely hypothesis testing:
observations are made, inductive inferences are drawn,
hypotheses are proposed, predictions are made from the
hypotheses, and if the predictions are found not to accord
with reality the hypotheses are rejected. In the same way
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as an apple fell on Newton’s head, he made an inductive
leap, and he and his successors tested his conclusions. so
Hutton proposed the concept of ‘deep time” and Lamarck
the concept of biological evolution, and the resultant
Theory of Evolution too has been tested and, in the
absence of any falsification, has achieved that enviable
status, a Robust (or Highly Corroborated) Theory. And,
make no mistake, it is very easily tested: a single out-of-
place fossil — say, a human skeleton in Mesozoic
deposits (under unimpeachable geological conditions) —
would throw the whole package into disarray.

Well, that’s what we think, anyway, and I cannot name
a single professional scientist who disagrees. Yet a vast
proportion of the world’s population — among them a
few, a very few, who really do possess advanced scientitic
credentials (and many more who claim to, but do not) —
does disagree. These people will, when pressed, admit to
an untroubled acceptance of a whole slew of Robust
Theories in science: they avoid stepping over cliffs for
fear of the Theory of Gravitation; they don rubber gloves
in the presence of a naked wire, in acknowlegement of the
Theory of Electromagnetism; they douse their fish and
chips in vinegar rather than nitric acid, in deference to the
Theory of Valency. The Theory of Evolution is no more,
no less, robust than other scientific theories, so why is
there such an outery in places like Alabama when it is
mentioned in school textbooks? Why does just this
Theory, and no other, generate such hostility?

The answer is, of course, that it flatly contradicts the
story told in Genesis, the first book of the Torah (or
Pentateuch), the scripture which stands at the base of the
three great monotheistic religions. While it may be true
that Jewish, Christian and Muslim theologians seem to
have no problems with this, many of their followers have
a desperate need to to affirm the very letter of the sacred
writings. In response to this, a most peculiar pseudo-
intellectual school has arisen, called ‘Creation Science’.
The name is an oxymoron in the same way as ‘Floating-
free-in-the-air Science’, ‘Infinite-divisibility-of-the-ele-
ments Science’ or ‘Phlogiston Science’ would be, but the
leaders of the school, the ‘creation scientists’, are easily
able to persuade their followers, the ordinary creation-
ists, hungry for certainty in a world of change, that it
really is a valid science, that when properly interpreted
the geological column speaks not of millions of years but
of 6000 to 10,000, and that the fossil record cries out not
‘evolution” but *‘Noah’s flood’.
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These are the main tenets of modern creationism, but |
suppose it all really started nearly 350 years ago with the
ingenuity of one man, the only one really who had any
excuse: the Archbish Ussher.

Ussher’s chronology

There is a considerable amount of misinformation circu-
lating about the dicta of James Ussher (1581-1656),
Archbishop of Armagh and Vice-Chancellor of Trinity
College Dubtlin, and his contemporary the Vice-
Chancellor of Cambridge University, John Lightfoot
(1602-1675); despite the enlightening literary research
of Brice (1982). the misconceptions persist, copied from
one source to the next.

Lighttoot, not Ussher, came first. In 1644 Lightfoot
wrote that ‘Man was created by the Trinity about the
third hour of the day, or nine of the clock in the morn-
ing’; two years later he added that this was in September,
at the autumnal equinox, and, by counting back the ages
at which the personages in the Bible had given birth, that
Christ was born 3928 years after the creation.

The idea of an approximately 6000-year history of the
earth was already around: thus Brice (1982) draws atten-
tion to a passage from Shakespeare’s As You Like It (Act
4, Scene 1): ‘The poor world is almost six thousand
years old’. What Ussher wrote in 1650 (in Latin: English
edition, 1658) was simply this: the Bible says that the
death of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, occurred
3442 years after the creation of the world; history
records that he died in 562 B.C.; 3442 plus 562 equals
4004, so that’s when the creation happened. In that year,
the Sunday nearest to the autumnal equinox (from
Lightfoot’s calculation) was October 23rd. From all this
he deduced that the creation of Heaven and Earth ‘fell
upon the entrance of the night preceding the twenty-third
day of October in the year of the Julian calendar, 710",
which was, of course, a Sunday.

The year 710 of the Julian calendar? The reader would
be quite justified in asking how Ussher could have calcu-
lated all this without once asking where those lost 710
years could have got to!

For Ussher, it was important to establish the date not
only of the creation but also of Noah's Flood. He knew
of four different calculations for the time between the
Creation and the Flood: the Hebrew text (1656 years),
the Samaritan Pentateuch (1307 years), the Septuagint
version (2242 years), and an Ethiopian text (2262 years);
as might be expected, he pronounced the Hebrew text
most reliable.

Note a slight discrepancy here. The flood would,
according to Ussher’s chronology, have been in the year
2348 B.C.; putting his creation date of 4004 B.C.
together with Lightfoot’s calculation of the date of
Christ’s birth — 3928 years after the creation, see above
— we reach the conclusion that Christ was born in 76
B.C. Oops.

It was Ussher’s calculations, not Lightfoot’s, that
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became standard. His dates for events were printed in
many standard editions of the Bible right into the present
century.

Ussher brought up to date

The era of modern creationism may be said to have
begun with the publication of Whitcomb and Morris’s
(1961) The Genesis Flood, in which they bravely
approached the big stumbling-block for anti-evolution-
ists: how come the geological column seems to demand a
long period of time, and the sequence of fossil organisms
seems to argue for evolution? The answer: Noah’s flood.
Was not the entire earth covered with water in under a
year, and does not rapidly-flowing water move huge
amounts of sediments? So that, ladies and gentlemen, is
why the geological column is miles thick. Do not mam-
mals have bigger brains than other animals, and do not
bigger brains enable you to see catastrophes coming and
avoid them? Thus, dear reader, we find mammals only at
the top of the geological sequence — they had run to
higher ground to escape the rising flood waters.
(Question: are flowering plants more intelligent than
ferns and cycads?).

While the reaction of scientists to this scenario has
been less than complimentary, for Biblical literalists this
was what one might call a godsend: it offered a wonder-
ful series of excuses for the apparent failure of the Book
of Genesis to accord with reality. Nothing that one might
be tempted to call actual evidence for their view, of
course.that remained for Whitcomb and Morris’s suc-
cessors.

John C.Whitcomb was a Biblical scholar, known
among other things for a book (Whitcomb, 1959) in
which he made a valiant attempt, flying in the face of all
the evidence, to construct a personage from thin air to
help the Book of Daniel avoid the charge that it got its
history wrong when it wrote of the exploits of one
Darius the Mede. He does not appear to have involved
himself in ‘creation science’ since his co-invention of it.

Henry M.Morris has gone on to greater things.
Trained as a hydraulic engineer, he founded and directs
the Institute for Creation Research in (where else?) San
Diego, California, and in 1970, 1972 and 1974 wrote
books in which he advanced our understanding of the
history of the universe in several startling ways. For
example he suggested (Morris 1972:62) that God may
have created starlight, on its way to earth, before he cre-
ated the stars themselves, thereby accounting both for the
fact that light was created on the first day but the stars
(including the sun) not until the fourth, and that there are
stars that are millions of light years away yet the millions
of years needed for their light to reach us did not exist.
He was inclined to favour the view that ‘the stars may
actually participate in human battles... Certainly the
physical stars as such can have no effect on the earth, but
the evil spirits connected with them are not so limited’
(Morris 1972:66-7). He has also been able to track down



the ultimate origin of the evolutionary model: *...the
entire monstrous complex was revealed to Nimrod at
Babylon by demonic influences, perhaps by Satan him-
selt” (Morris 1974:74).

Morris’s understanding of what science involves had
already been clearly stated (Morris 1970:33): “No geo-
logical difficulties, real or imagined, can be allowed (o
take precedence over the clear statements and necessary
inferences of Scripture’. This is in fact the underpinning
of the entire “creation science’ movement, though its
proponents are rarely that honest.

If the founder of ‘creation science’ was Henry Morris,
one of the earliest catalogues of supposedly scientific
arguments in support was provided by Harold Slusher,
who holds doctoral degrees — but from institutions
which are not, in fact, accredited universities
(Bridgstock, 1986). The mainstay of the movement at the
present time, or until recently anyway, is Duane Gish.
who with a genuine PhD in biochemistry is one of the
few ‘creation scientists” who has worked as a profes-
sional scientist, though he does not now. These three are
all American. In Australia we have another trained scien-
tist, Andrew Snelling, who holds a PhD in geology; also
the author of the most complete, and so perhaps the most
bizarre, of all the ‘creation’ models, Barry Setterfield
{who lists no academic credentials after his name).

Young earth?

A long list of arguments persuaded Slusher (1979) that
the age of the earth was better measured in thousands,
not billions, of years. To a non-specialist they sound
impressive: where is the ‘missing mass’ of the universe;
interstellar grains are too big to have been formed by
natural accretion: why is the sky dark (Olbers’ Paradox);
the radius of the curvature of space is only 5 years; there
is too little meteoric dust on the earth and the moon to
have fallen in more than 8900 years: too many asteroids
in the solar system; the rings of Saturn are too young. To
a cosmologist or a physicist. however, they are less con-
vincing: Dutch (1982), for example, shows that they are
based on ignorance, misunderstandings, unwarranted
assumptions, and selective use of the literature.

Undaunted, creationists still quote some of Slusher's
arguments, and add more. Small (undated) pamphlets by
one D. Russell Humphreys, PhD, are commonly distrib-
uted at creationist meetings throughout Australia, listing
IS5 “natural phenomena which conflict with the evolu-
tionary idea that the earth and universe are billions of
years old™: Galaxies wind themselves up too fast, Comets
disintegrate too quickly, Earth’s continents erode too
fast., right on down to Not enough stone age skeletons,
Agriculture is too recent, and Recorded history is too
short.

The list of ‘evidences™ is supported by 27 references,
at least 18 of which are articles or books by creationists,
Humphreys himself being the author of two of them (on
reversals of the earth’s magnetic field: which, to judge

by the titles of the articles, he appears to attribute in
some manner to Noah's flood). The eclecticism of the
list Is characteristic of creationist recitals of ‘evidences’
— picked up from here and there, way outside the
authors’ fields of competence (if any), and thrown in
uncomprehendingly for the benetit of an uncomprehend-
ing lay audience, easily wowed by science and anxious
to hear that some science does after all support their
deeply held prejudices. Examples are the last three on
the Tist, which I will quote directly and in full (except the
sources, given in square brackets), to give the flavour of
the standard of literature searches and what passes for
logic in the average creationist tract:

13. Not enough stone age skeletons

Evolutionary anthropologists say that the Stone Age
lasted for at least 100,000 vears, during which time the
world population of Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon men
was roughly constant, between one million and 10 mil-
lion. All that time they werc burying their dead with arte-
facts. [Ref.: Deevey (1960)].

By this scenario, they would have buried at least four
billion bodies [Ref.: a creationist source]. If the evolu-
tionary time-scale is correct. buricd bones should be able
to last much longer than 100,000 years. So many of the
supposed four billion Stone Age skeletons should still be
around (and certainly the buried artefacts). Yet only a
tiny fraction of this number has been found.

This implies that the Stone Age was much shorter
than evolutionists think, a few hundred years in many
arcas.

14 Agriculture is too recent

The usual evolutionary picture has men existing as
hunters and gatherers for 100,000 vears during the Stone
Age before discovering agriculture less than 10,000
years ago. [Ref.: Deevey (1960)]. Yet the archaeological
evidence shows that Stone Age men were as intelligent
as we are.

Lt is very improbable that none of the four billion peo-
ple mentioned on Item 13 above should discover that
plants grow from seeds. It is more likely that men were
without agriculture less than a few hundred years, if at
all. [Ref.: same creationist source as above].

[There is another ‘evidence’, Recorded history is too
short, which is much the same as no.l4, but asks in this
case why writing took so long to develop if there really
were these 100,000 years].

I 'would suppose that any first-year archaeology stu-
dent could show these up for the trash they are, but just
in case there is any confusion, let me make it clear. For
the first point: we do not know what the world’s popula-
tion was during the Late Pleistocene, nor whether it was
constant or grew. It is very doubtful whether all bodies
were interred, with or without artefacts, even granting
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that the Neandertal people really did practise burial: even
in the ‘ethnographic present’ many are unaccounted for,
and many methods of disposal are used apart than inter-
ment. Burtal certainly improves the chances of a skele-
ton’s survival, but soil chemistry, erosion, scavenging
and numerous other factors make the whole process far
more chancy than seems to be known to Dr Humphreys.
In fact there is a whole field of endeavour, taphonomy,
devoted to the study of the circumstances of the survival
over time of bones. Finally. it does seem a little odd that
Dr Humphreys scems to expect archaeologists to have
got around to excavating most of those four billion skele-
tons in the couple of centuries since the field reaily got
going. .

For the second point: archacologists, anthropologists
and human geographers for over a century have been
debating why some peoples did, some did not, adopt
agriculture; whether it is always an unmitigated benefit;
why some hunter-gatherers live alongside agriculturalists
(and know very well that plants grow from seeds) and do
not themselves choose to start cultivating. This has all
passed Dr Humphreys by; he assumes that anyone who
discovers that plants grow from seeds would at once
realise the benefits of agriculture and begin planting neat
rows of wheat.

It may have occurred to readers that there are also
some rather decisive evidences for an old earth, such as
radiometric dating. The validity of radiometric dating is,
indeed, obligatorily questioned in ‘creation science’ writ-
ings and lectures. Thus Morris (1985) claims that radio-
carbon and other methods based on radioactive decay
rates are invalid because 1. they assume that the system
is closed and no radioactive parent or daughter enters or
leaves it, 2. they rely on there being no radiogenic
daughter in the system to begin with and 3. there is no
proof that the rate of decay is constant. It is as if geo-
physicists plied their trade by rote, never studying their
methods and its parameters. The vast corpus of consis-
tent dates — dendrochronology, varves, radiocarbon,
thermoluminescence, electron spin resonance, to mention
only those of archaeological importance — is never
approached in creationist writings. The big picture is
never tackled; creationists content themselves with snip-
ing from the sides.

Meer Dr Gish

The person who is, or was, regarded by “creation scien-
tists” as their most prominent activist is Dr Duane T.
Gish, formerly a professional biochemist, now Vice-
President of the Institute for Creation Research. His
Evolution? The fossils say no! (1979) was the source-
book for ‘creation science’ until its replacement by a
successor in 1985 which is, in effect, just a new edition
of the 1979 book. Gish is also a cunning and slippery
orator, and in the 1970s and 80s would floor prominent
‘evolutionists” in public debates, until the scientific
world realised that the issue was not really science at all,
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and by meeting him on his own ground began to show
him up. One of the first to get his measure in a public
debate was Tan Plimer, Professor of Geology at
Newcastle University (now at Melbourne University), in
1988.

The Gish technique, rather than tackling the substan-
tive issues, is to take quotes out of context from the writ-
ings of noted scientists and, often by cutting them short
or otherwise doctoring them, makes them appear to be
admitting that something is dreadfully wrong with evolu-
tion. In his chapter on human evolution (Gish
1985:130-228), apart from quoting many passages from
authorities from the 1960s to show that certain key tran-
sitional stages do not exist, he uses more up-to-date ones
very selectively. Thus, the late Professor Lord
Zuckerman is much quoted on how the australop-
ithecines are merely ‘apes’, without giving the reader
any inkling of what an isolated position this was: where
Zuckerman was coming from will be clear to anyone
who has read his autobiography (Zuckerman 1970), with
its intemperate and totally uncomprehending lashing out
at anyone who disagreed with him, on australopithecines
or anything else. This is followed by extensive quotes of
the arguments for arboreal adaptations in
Australopithecus afarensis, implying that these creatures
were some sort of chimpanzee and with no in-depth
analysis of the nature of australopithecine terrestrial
bipedalism.

[f not the inventor of this technique, Gish was cer-
tainly the first to use it so widely that it became virtually
a substitute for actual attempts at argument; its use can,
of course, be construed as an admission that there is no
argument to be made.

Gish’s star appears of late to have fallen somewhat in
creationist circles. A recent creationist book on human
evolution (Lubenow 1992), while barely mentioning
Gish, puts totally opposite views to Gish’s at almost
every turn. In a review (Groves 1993) I contrasted the
two: Gish, for example, dismisses the ‘Java Man’ and
‘Peking Man’ fossils as apes or monkeys, Lubenow finds
them fully human; and there are other instances where
Lubenow has evidently decided that Gish’s writings are
of such low quality that they can safely be ignored.

Creationism in Australia

Belief in the literal truth of Genesis, which we are told is
near to 50% of the population in the U.S.A., is around
20% in Australia: still a disastrously high figure, but one
which does give us greater confidence in the future of
science and rationality here than in America. This figure
remains relatively low despite the best efforts of the
Creation Science Foundation of Brisbane. Like the
American ICR, the Australian CSF has a proper scientist
on its staff, but, unlike ICR’s Duane Gish, CSF’s Andrew
Snelling has a relatively recent (1980) PhD, and in a rel-
evant subject, too (Geology). This of course has not pre-
vented him putting his foot in it, as abundantly recorded,






