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I’m not sure when it happened. I must have been around seven or eight years 

old—maybe slightly older. One minute I believed every word of it, and then 

suddenly—almost overnight—it all seemed like a fairy tale. I still remember 

turning the pages of my gigantic illustrated Children’s Bible, and having my 

eyes flooded with the beautiful full color artworks, depicting various mythic 

events in Christian theology. The picture that stands out most in my memory is 

one of Noah’s Ark. That wonderfully painted piece of art showing the Ark in the 

distance with a line of animals slowly making their way towards the gangplank, 

walking steadily in their famous two-by-two rows. As a child, I believed it all.

For a time I attended a Sunday school and I was taught all about Noah and his 

Ark. Why wouldn’t I believe it? Surely they wouldn’t teach me anything that 

was false, right? Children have an innate disposition to believe information 

provided by their elders, so it was only natural that I believed everything I was 

taught in Sunday school. As a seven year old, I did not have the ability to 

question the teachings of an authority figure. I simply accepted their teachings 

as fact.

There came a time, however, when I started to question certain aspects of the 

story. I remember doing that. My questioning started around the same time 

that I started to doubt certain aspects of the Santa Claus story—another 

colorful myth, which is taught to children as fact. 
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The ability to doubt and raise questions signifies the start of skeptical thinking

—a significant cognitive development in the life of a child. It is a shame that 

for many people, this questioning ability is not nurtured, and they spend the 

rest of their lives blindly accepting the testimony of authority figures. Of 

course, there is nothing wrong with accepting the teachings of knowledgeable 

people, but we do not want to blindly accept the word of authority. We need to 

have the ability to ask questions of our teachers to find out their reasons for 

holding certain beliefs. If we can’t do that, we risk acceptance of knowledge 

that may be false.

Evidence

So what’s wrong with Noah’s Ark? Plenty of people believe it, so there must be 

some truth to it, right? Perhaps, but to be sure we need to look at the 

evidence. Believers in Noah’s Ark may claim that the fact that it has been 

recorded in the bible is evidence that it occurred. After all, why would anyone 
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write it down if it didn’t happen? For these people, the bible is a historical text 

containing factual information about what was happening in the world at the 

time. But I’m not convinced that the bible is useful as a historical text. There 

are many stories written in the bible, as there are in countless other 

mythological belief systems, but the mere fact that these stories appear in 

written form is not evidence of their truth. We need independently verifiable 

evidence. The problem with the bible is that the only evidence it offers for its 

truth is its own existence. All questions about the truth of the Bible are to be 

answered by looking within its own writings. This is problematic. Imagine 

reading a book containing the central claim that the Ancient Romans had wiped 

out a previously unknown Eastern civilization. When asked to provide evidence 

for this claim, the author refers back to the fact that it is written in his book. 

We certainly would not consider this book to be historically factual without 

independently verifiable evidence, and the same is true of all historical texts, 

including the Bible.

So, if believers of the great flood can’t rely on the Bible as evidence, then 

where can they turn? Traditionally, believers have claimed that the existence of 

fossilized fish at the top of mountains is evidence for the great flood. At first 

glance, this looks reasonable. With the continents submerged, fish were free to 

swim around near mountaintops. When they died, their remains were trapped 

thousands of feet above normal sea-level. Of course, there are problems with 

this line of thinking. The first, and most obvious problem is the fact that it 

takes a lot longer than a few thousand years to form a fossil, and presumably 

the great flood was supposed to have occurred within the last 6000 years. The 

second problem is that it ignores a better explanation for why ancient 

creatures are found at the top of mountains. Since the discovery of tectonic 

plate movement, scientists have developed a wonderful working model of 

continental movement, and the process by which mountains can be formed 

through the collision between land masses. Millions of years ago the 

mountaintops were at the bottom of the ocean, and that’s how the fossilized 
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fish happen to be there. Our knowledge of geological change over time 

provides us with a rich understanding of the world, and leaves the flood 

believer’s claims void of substance.

More recently, Noah’s supporters have been pointing to a different type of 

fossilized evidence for the existence of the Ark. They have discovered an 

interestingly large boat-like shape near Mount Ararat—the mountain where the 

Ark is said to have come to rest as the flood waters subsided.
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Pictures of this shape are not new. They have been shown on television 

documentaries, pictured in books, and have been circulating the Internet for 

many years. For Noah’s believers, these images are hard evidence that the 

events depicted in the Bible are fact. Its easy to see how these images would 

swing a doubter back to a belief in the great flood. The shape does indeed look 

like a boat. 

But wait! 

If we move to the next mountain, we find this:

This is a problem for Noah’s supporters. If the pictures taken on the first 

mountain show the remains of Noah’s Ark, then what’s this? Why do we find 

remains of Arks on two mountains? Could there have been two Arks? This 

surely does not fit the traditional story. Perhaps the first one is the real Ark and 

the second is simply a geological feature, which happens to look like a boat. 

But if such geological features are possible, then why should we think that the 
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first picture shows the Ark? Couldn’t these both be geologically formed shapes?  

It turns out that these shapes are quite common, and several have been 

formed in mudflows near Mount Ararat. We have to be rational about what we 

see in the world. It seems unlikely that every boat-shaped formation we 

discover has been produced through geological process except the one closest 

to Mount Ararat, which happens to be an actual boat. Its more likely that all 

the boat-shaped formations were produced my natural process.

Kiwi-Bird on the Ark

Let’s look at the story of Noah’s Ark rationally. Traditionally the story tells us 

that God was distressed with the state of humankind—there was too much evil 

in the world—so to put things right, he decided to annihilate the human 

species. Rather than simply snapping his fingers and removing all people from 

Earth, God decided to drown everyone in a great flood. Of course, he did not 

want to rid the planet of all life, so he chose the one good family—Noah’s 

family—and provided instructions on how to build a giant Ark to save 

themselves and two of each land-dwelling species. Noah dutifully followed the 

instructions and built a large wooden Ark. He then populated it with a breeding 

pair of all the animals and waited for the rain to come. It rained for 40 days 

and nights, wiping out all the creatures that were left stranded outside of the 

Ark—except the fish, of course. After the rain stopped, the Ark floated for 

another hundred days while the flood waters subsided at which point it came 

to rest at the top of Mount Ararat. Everyone disembarked, and began 

repopulating the Earth.

Telling this story to children is very easy because they do not ask questions. It 

sounds reasonable—build a big boat, put two of all the animals onboard and 

wait for a flood to come and go. But when we think about things more 

carefully, with our skeptical frame of mind, we discover a few problems. The 

story tells us that two of every species was on board the Ark. This includes the 
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New Zealand kiwi-bird. Is it possible for two kiwis to have found their way to 

the Ark?

Kiwis walk at a speed of about 1 meter every 2 seconds. Now, the distance 

from New Zealand to Noah’s Ark is around 15,500 kilometers. A pair of kiwis 

would have to walk constantly for around 359 days to get from New Zealand to 

the Ark—and that’s without stopping to eat or sleep. The problem here is 

obvious, but becomes even more clear when we stop to consider the fact that 

there is an ocean separating New Zealand from the Middle East and kiwis can’t 

swim. It seems unlikely that the New Zealand kiwis could have made it to the 

Ark, and the same is true of many species unique to different parts of the 

world.

People may respond to this challenge by suggesting that the flood did not 

cover the entire planet, just the discovered world—namely, the Mediterranean. 

But if we were to accept this suggestion, then we would be accepting an 

interpretation of the Bible rather than taking it literally. This is problematic, 
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because if we are allowed to make interpretations, then couldn’t we say that 

the flood only happened in Noah’s country? Or his city? Or just his 

neighborhood? But then the flood would not have been such a miraculous 

event and there would hardly have been the necessity to build an Ark. Noah 

could simply have moved to another city.

I think it is safe to assume that the story is supposed to be taken literally. For 

many believers, the Bible contains the literal truth and must be accepted as a 

historical record of events. Sure, there are people who think the Bible is 

metaphorical, but this article is not aimed at their position. My purpose is to 

look at the Ark myth as if it were literally true, and expose the problems with 

the story. Let’s continue exploring the question of possibility. 

A BIG Boat

The Ark was supposed to have carried two of every land dwelling species, so it 

would have to have been a pretty big boat. It looks quite big in my old 

illustrated Children’s Bible, but exactly how big would it really need to be? 

Well, scientists have catalogued around 2 million species, which seems like a 

big number but is actually only a fraction of the suspected 100 million species 

on Earth. This figure includes sea life, and since Noah did not take ocean 

dwelling creatures, we will focus on the land dwelling animals. Recent 

estimates indicate the existence of around 4 million mammalian species, but I 

will take a conservative approach and assume that Noah only saved 1 million 

animal species. Saving two members of each of 1 million species would mean 

there were 2 million animals aboard the Ark. If each animal required around 

half a square meter of floor space (on average), the Ark would have needed a 

total floor space of at least 1 million square meters. That’s 1000 square 

kilometers—a very big boat indeed, and we haven’t allowed any room for food 

yet!
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Its interesting to imagine how much wood it would take to build a boat with a 

floor area of 1000 square kilometers. Its even more interesting to imagine how 

many people it would take to build a boat that size. In the traditional 

mythology Noah worked alone, but it would be impossible for one person to do 

this. Some estimates indicate that it would take around 1000 years for Noah to 

build the Ark without the help of an army.

Feeding the Animal Menagerie

Assuming Noah did achieve the mind boggling task of building an Ark and 

populating it with two of each animal species, we still have the question of 

food. What did the animals eat? Did Noah load extra sheep and cattle to feed 

the tigers, lions, panthers, leopards, dogs, wolves, foxes, and the multitude of 

other meat eating animals? An average lion eats around 75 pounds of meat in 

one sitting, so for 100 days, Noah would need to bring an additional 7500 

pounds of meat for each lion. That’s about 75 sheep—assuming the lions would 

be enjoying a full meal every day.

Elephants are also very hungry animals, eating about 200 pounds of food and 

drinking around 50 gallons of fresh water daily. Each elephant would require 

20,000 pounds of vegetation and 5,000 gallons of water to survive the 100 day 

journey. It doesn’t take a professor of mathematics to recognize the problem 

here. Noah’s Ark would need to be the size of a country to hold enough food to 

feed its inhabitants.

A further issue arises when we consider the fact that many species eat a 

specialized diet. The Australian koala-bear will only eat the leaves of a gum 

tree. Did these small, cuddly marsupials bring their own supply of food? Or did 

Noah have to go to Australia to shop for supplies of this specialty food? Did the 

panda bring its own bamboo shoots for the journey? It will eat nothing else, 

and bamboo can only be found in China. And what did the 4,000 known 

species of termite eat on board the wooden boat?
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Noah would also need to deal with the issue of waste disposal. When you feed 

animals, they tend to produce sh...excrement. It is beyond our human capacity 

to fully imagine the shear volume of waste that would be produced aboard the 

Ark. There would be literally millions of tones of waste produced on the 100 

day voyage, and this would need to be removed from the boat as it was 

produced. It would take an army to keep the Ark clean, but according to the 

story there was no army available. 

By considering what would actually be involved in making the myth a reality 

we uncover major problems with the story. Its easy to tell children Bible stories 

and represent them as truth, but children do not have the ability to question 

the details underpinning the story. They simply accept myth as fact, just as 

they very easily accept Santa Claus as a real person. But it doesn’t take much 

digging to bring the plausibility of the tale into question. Let’s dig a little 

deeper and see what other problems we can find with the story.

Water World

Forty days and nights of constant rain would involve a great deal of water. 

Certainly, covering all the land masses on Earth would require an almost 

inconceivable volume of water. This tempts the question: where did all the 

water come from? Some traditionalists attempt to answer this question by 

stating that the water was always there, contained in some sort of vapor 

canopy in the upper atmosphere. When God decided to cleanse the planet, this 

water fell to the ground in the form of rain.

This suggestion (or other variants of the same idea) seem like a quick fix to 

the problem of where the water came from, but it raises problems that are 

difficult to overcome. Consider, for a start, how that volume of atmospheric 

water would affect the environment. Water vapor sufficient to cover the planet 

in liquid water would drastically raise the air pressure. This is because the 
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vapor would be part of the atmosphere, and enough vapor to cover the planet 

in liquid (Mount Everest is 9km high) would raise the air pressure to the 

equivalent of 9km beneath the ocean—around 13,000 pounds per square inch. 

That’s a lot higher than the normal 14 pounds per square inch, essentially 

making Earth uninhabitable.

Consider also the fact that a flood involving that much water would have to 

leave evidence. All events of global significance leave evidence. An example of 

such an event is the mass extinction event that wiped out the dinosaurs 

around 65 million years ago. Until relatively recently, no-one knew what 

caused the dinosaur extinction. It was a mystery why these creatures, who had 

dominated Earth for over 100 million years, disappeared virtually overnight. 

The only evidence we had for the mass extinction event was the fossil record 

which indicated their sudden disappearance. There was, however, further 

evidence waiting to be discovered. That evidence was eventually discovered 

and it came in the form of an underground layer of iridium, which covered the 

entire planet around the time of the dinosaur extinction. We know that iridium 

does not appear naturally on Earth, but is commonly found in asteroids. 

Scientists theorize that a staggeringly large asteroid impacted the Earth 65 

million years ago causing a catastrophic heating of the atmosphere, which 

brought about the rapid demise of the dinosaurs. The only trace of the asteroid 

is a large impact crater at Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula, and a layer of iridium, 

which was thrown into the atmosphere at the point of impact, eventually 

settling around the planet. Current research suggests that the dinosaurs may 

have been wiped out within days through a sudden heat death caused by a 

planet-wide firestorm. The only surviving animals were the ocean dwellers, and 

those who live in underground burrows. In those days, the only burrowing 

creatures were small mammals, insects, and a few birds. The point is, events 

of global significance, such as mass extinctions, leave evidence.
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You can’t cover the entire Earth with water and leave no visible evidence of the 

event. If Noah’s flood really occurred, then:

1 The Sierra Nevadas would have eroded, but there is no evidence to 

 indicate any force of water passing through. 

2 There would be evidence of the flood in deep ice cores, but none has 

 been found in cores that have been dated back 40,000 years. 

3 There would be a layer of sediment around the entire planet, but no 

 such layer has been found.

4 The polar caps would have floated and broken up. If that happened, they 

 would not reform for over 4000 years, which would mean (by Biblical 

 timeframes) they would not be here; and yet they are.

5 Evidence of the catastrophe would be found in ancient tree rings, but 

 analysis of ancient petrified forests show no sign of a world-wide 

 flood in the last 10,000 years.

Putting the issue to rest

Mythology often origininates in old stories that have been passed down 

through the generations by word of mouth. Noah’s Ark is an example of a 

myth, which continues to propagate in some religious circles to this day. 

Despite the religious tradition to treat the Bible and its stories as literal truth, 

the problems with the Ark story and the evidence (or lack thereof) give us 

good reason to question its truth. There is simply no way Noah could have built 

an Ark large enough to carry two members of each and every land dwelling 

species. Furthermore, it requires an unfathomable leap of imagination to 

accept that animals from the distant regions of Earth could ever have made it 

to the Ark before the rain started. The staggering amount of food required to 

feed an Ark full of 2 million animals also poses a huge problem for believers of 

the traditional story.
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If such an event had occurred, we would expect to find evidence left in the 

world, but there is none. Even the often pointed to Ark remains can be 

dismissed as natural geological formations.

Despite the problems and lack of evidence many people continue to believe 

that the great flood happened exactly as described in the Bible. This is because 

they have learned about the Ark from authoritative books and in settings 

resembling classrooms. Children are not born with a skeptical disposition and 

they will simply accept information presented to them by authority figures. At 

a certain age, children start to ask questions and form doubts about their 

knowledge base. This stage of development must be nurtured, but is too often 

discouraged. Sadly this sets up a lifelong pattern of acceptance without 

question, which puts people in a dangerous position. People who do not have a 

skeptical disposition are at the mercy of authority figures, who can tell them 

anything about the world without providing reasons. This results in a society in 

which the majority are left in the dark about the nature of the world, 

worshipping gods, checking horoscopes, and gaining knowledge through myth. 

I think the only flood that threatens to destroy humankind is the flood of 

ignorance that comes with blindly accepting myth as fact. When I consider the 

danger of ignorance, those colorful pictures in my old Children’s Bible no longer 

look as beautiful as they did when I was a child.

Brent Silby 2010 (Creative Commons, Attribution-Noncommercial License Applies)
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