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Have you ever eaten a dinosaur? Chances are you have; though you probably didn’t think of it that way. You may even keep a dinosaur as a pet (I do). You see, the prevailing theory is that birds are dinosaurs.

It started with Archaeopteryx. Found in Germany in the 1860s, Archaeopteryx was initially classified as a small predatory dinosaur similar to Compsognathus. However, as more specimens were found, it became apparent that Archaeopteryx had something dinosaurs weren’t (at the time) supposed to have: feathers. These feathers clearly identified Archaeopteryx as a relative, if not an ancestor, of birds. While it has many features that dinosaurs have but birds lack, such as teeth and a long, bony tail, it also possesses many features other than feathers in common with birds. More recent discoveries have suggested that dinosaurs, or at least some dinosaurs, had feathers as well. These discoveries include, among others, a feathered dromaeosaur (raptor) that may well have been able to fly, an apparently arboreal dinosaur, one best described as four-winged, and a large dinosaur of an unusual type. These discoveries lend weight to the idea that dinosaurs are the ancestors of birds. While most of the feathered dinosaurs are younger than Archaeopteryx, and thus could not be its ancestors, it has, in fact, been theorized that they are the descendants of creatures like it (there are younger species of birds, also, including one that had the “killing claw” of a dromaeosaur). Whether this is the case or not, the presence of feathers (a structure now present only in birds) in another group of animals strongly suggests that the two are related.

Interestingly, experiments regarding the webbed feet of birds have provided an important clue about how feathers may have evolved. These experiments showed that when certain proteins were blocked from developing by a virus engineered to the purpose, the animals developed webbed feet. However, there was an additional effect in the embryos of birds (chickens in this case): the scutes on the feet developed into feathers. Scutes are the scales on the top of birds’ feet, and there are two other types found on different parts of the leg. Crocodiles, the nearest living relatives of birds, have scutes, and dinosaurs had them as well. It is possible that the scutes of these animals evolved from feathers, since the way the feathers were produced suggested that they are the older characteristic. Bird fetuses have been grown with long tails and teeth in similar fashion. Dinosaurs as a group may even have been feathered (though the large dinosaurs would probably not have been, just as modern elephants and rhinos, are practically hairless).

Then there are the multitude of skeletal similarities between dinosaurs and early birds:

“1. Pubis (one of the three bones making up the vertebrate pelvis) shifted from an anterior to a more posterior orientation (see Saurischia), and bearing a small distal "boot".

2. Elongated arms and forelimbs and clawed manus (hands).

3. Large orbits (eye openings in the skull).

4. Flexible wrist with a semi-lunate carpal (wrist bone).

5. Hollow, thin-walled bones.

6. 3-fingered opposable grasping manus (hand), 4-toed pes (foot); but supported by 3 main toes.

7. Reduced, posteriorly stiffened tail. 

8. Elongated metatarsals (bones of the feet between the ankle and toes).

9. S-shaped curved neck.

10. Erect, digitgrade (ankle held well off the ground) stance with feet postitioned directly below the body.

11. Similar eggshell microstructure. 

12. Teeth with a constriction between the root and the crown. 

13. Functional basis for wing power stroke present in arms and pectoral girdle (during motion, the arms were swung down and forward, then up and backwards, describing a "figure-eight" when viewed laterally). 

14. Expanded pneumatic sinuses in the skull. 

15. Five or more vertebrae incorporated into the sacrum (hip). 

16. Straplike scapula (shoulder blade). 

17. Clavicles (collarbone) fused to form a furcula (wishbone). 
18. Hingelike ankle joint, with movement mostly restricted to the fore-aft plane. 

19. Secondary bony palate (nostrils open posteriorly in throat).”

And this is a short list! Some scientists have identified up to 80 shared features between birds and dinosaurs, and this is from fossils alone. Imagine what similarities could be discovered in the soft tissues of a dinosaur, or by observing its behavior (at least one dinosaur, Oviraptor, was found sitting on its nest in a very bird-like position, for example).


As you can see, there is plenty of evidence to support the idea that birds are descended from, nay, are dinosaurs. Thinking of that puts a new spin on things, doesn’t it? We raise dinosaurs for food and feathers, keep them as pets, and observe them in the wild as a hobby. Far from being extinct, dinosaurs remain one of the most successful groups of animals on Earth, having successfully colonized almost every environment on the planet. We all should be glad, however, that no living bird has ever reached the size of T-rex…
