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The concept of dating fossils or fossil-bearing rocks 
is now accepted by the lay public in most Western 
countries but not in many Muslim countries (or in 
parts of Europe and the USA where creationists 
abound) . When I taught science in Bahrain 
from 2012 to 2015 I found that most people 
(scientists and non-scientists alike) did not believe 
(or were not allowed to believe) that we could 
accurately date fossils from the past and establish a 
chronological sequence of their existence.

The discoverer of the first 
coelacanth fossil, Dr Louis 
Agassiz, who described 
Coelacanthus granulatus 
from England in 1836, 
was a well-respected 
palaeontologist who later 
established the Museum 
of Comparative Zoology 
at Harvard University 
in the U.S.A. Despite his 
stature as a scientist he never 
accepted Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural 
selection and believed that species were “ideas in 
the mind of God”.

While living in Bahrain in 2012 I found a 
coelacanth fossil, discovered by oil prospectors, 
on display in the Oil Museum in the Sakhir Desert. 
Coelacanth fossils are now known from all 
continents, including Antarctica.

The Ichthyology Institute in Grahamstown has 
maintained the tradition of developing strong
contacts with anglers, fish farmers and aquarists. 
Margaret published a list of the common and
scientific names of marine fishes, and a useful 
booklet on ‘Sea and Shore Dangers’, in 1975. In
1982 we launched ICHTHOS, the Society of Friends 
of the JLB Smith Institute of Ichthyology, which
published a regular newsletter that reached its 76th 
edition in August 2005 when it was discontinued.

We also delivered popular talks on fishes, 
published fish recipe books, held regular fish 
suppers, organized colloquia on fishes and fish 
conservation, and mounted exhibitions on fishes in 
art. Perhaps our most significant initiative was to 
establish an Angling Museum in Knysna in 1994.

ICHTHOS logo

Coelacanth model on display in the 
Knysna Angling Museum
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Fish fossil, labelled as a coelacanth, 
in the Oil Museum in Bahrain
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JLB’s succinct description of the evolution of 
the planet would probably have been the first 
introduction that many lay people had to these 
ground-breaking scientific concepts (unless 
they chose to peruse the relevant sections of 
encyclopaedias of the time). JLB was writing 
at a time when South Africa was in the grip 
of a Nationalist government bent on imposing 
conservative, often anti-evolutionist, religious 
views on the populace, and in the throes of 
implementing the repressive regime of apartheid.

His far-reaching opinions on the eventual 
extinction of life on Earth came as a shock to some 
readers, especially those who regarded life as 
sacrosanct and infinite according to the religious 
teachings to which they were exposed.

Smith’s knowledge of chemistry and geology 
enabled him to understand the intricacies 
of  uranium-lead dating, carbon isotopes and 
radiocarbon dating better than most ichthyologists.  
In an age of increasing specialization his 
knowledge spanned many disciplines, which 
allowed him to reach insights that were beyond the 
ken of ordinary scientists.

In 1976, during my post-doctoral year at the British 
Museum (Natural History), the Piltdown Man hoax 
was often discussed. The perpetrator of the hoax 
has never been identified but some of the suspects 
include the respected French philosopher and 
palaeontologist, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, and 
even Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of the 
fictional detective, Sherlock Holmes.

Replica of the Piltdown Man skull
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Further research over the past 60 years has pushed 
the date for the first appearance of life on Earth 
back to over 2.7 billion years, and maybe as far 
back is 3.9 billion years! The date of appearance 
of the first multicellular life is now an extraordinary 
900 million years ago (mya), that for backboned 
animals about 540 mya and fish (placoderms) 
about 505 mya. 

About 460 mya the fish split into the cartilaginous 
fishes (which became the modern sharks, rays and 
skates) and ray-finned fishes, which diversified into 
most of the modern fishes that we know today.

The Crossopterygii (‘fringe-finned fish’) are now 
considered to fall within the subclass Sarcopterygii 
(‘lobe-finned fish’).  Living sarcopterygians include 
the coelacanths and lungfishes, which gave rise to 
the tetrapods (four-legged animals).

JLB’s description of the invasion of land by plants 
is another example of his broad approach to 
science. Few scientists in South Africa at the time, 
perhaps with the exception of Robert Broom and 
Keppel Barnard, could match his comprehensive 
understanding of many different scientific fields, 
including evolution.

The time frames on the Geological Timescale given 
by Smith have inevitably been revised in the light 
of more recent research. Perhaps the most startling 
change is that early humans (Homo sapiens) may 
have arisen as early as 115,000 to 90,000 years 
ago (rather than 25,000 years ago) based on 
discoveries in Border Cave in northern Zululand 
and elsewhere.

It is still widely believed that all life started in water. 
To a certain extent even animals that live on land 
are still ‘aquatic’ in that they were only able to 
make the trek from water to land because they 
took some of their alma mater with them in the 
form of their blood and cell fluids.

JLB’s idea that radioactivity might have triggered 
the transformation of inorganic matter into organic 
life was well ahead of its time and may still prove 
to be true.

Giant placoderm


