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Foreword

 

Some years ago, a project on mountain gorillas brought me to the attention of those in quest of sasquatch, yeti, and other apelike beings who are said to roam forests and mountains in various countries, from Congo, Indonesia, Russia, and Nepal, to the United States and Canada. I was already aware of the distinctive footprints, supposedly of yeti, photographed by Eric Shipton in Nepal in 1951, and later Edward Cronin and Jeff McNeely showed me casts of similar prints in 1972. Bhutan’s Forestry Department has presumed yeti casts in its Thimphu office. Earlier my organization, the Wildlife Conservation Society, had been given yeti hair from Bhutan for DNA analysis (it was human hair). A Chinese team in Lhasa searching for the yeren (wild man) showed me photographs of its sleeping beds (they were nests of Asiatic black bear). John Green gave me a cast of a sasquatch footprint, truly a big foot, very different from that of yeti, and I have read his books as well as those of John Napier, Dmitri Bayanov, John Bindernagel, and others. I mention all this because sasquatch and yeti have walked through the forests of my mind for over three decades.

Naturally I am intrigued. I realize that the evidence includes hoaxes, delusions, and mistaken identities, prejudiced conclusions, and cultural legends of dubious value as testimony. It has been claimed that yeti footprints in snow are nothing but the melted tracks of hermits, bears, snow leopards, or whatever roaming the heights. But negative evidence does not disprove the yeti’s existence. Still others view the large, hairy beings as mythic monsters gliding through our consciousness, lonely wanderers along the mysterious divide between humans and animals. Naturally we humans are mainly interested in ourselves, in our evolutionary history and our relatives along the road from this ethereal origin.

I look at the evidence with a naturalist’s eye. I am neither a believer nor can I  reject all the evidence and conclude that a novel apelike being cannot exist. Large unrecognized creatures may still roam remote forests. The saola, a primitive relative of wild cattle weighing 100 kilograms, was only discovered in the mountains along the Laos-Vietnam border in the early 1990s. The many sasquatch tracks need to be explained. Casts of such tracks, together with the cast of a body imprint with large heels clearly outlined, found in 2000, represent the most compelling evidence to date. The authenticity of films, especially the Patterson-Gimlin footage of 1967, has never been disproved. But there is still no proof. No bones, no skin, no conclusive DNA analysis from hairs. The question of existence remains open. But if even one set of yeti or sasquatch tracks were genuine. . . .
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Naturalist George Schaller observing wildlife in Tibet in 1985 (Courtesy of George Schaller)

So far searches for these humanlike beings have been based on short expeditions, casual outings, or dependent on lucky encounters. A good field study of a species is based on months and years of work, of living in the wilderness to examine spoor and monitor shadowed forest trails, hoping for contact. At least new kinds of evidence might be obtained by such a much-needed extended effort. I am puzzled, for example, why so few large fecal piles have been reported along sasquatch trails. One would expect many from a bulky vegetarian with only rare access to meat, as shown by gorillas and giant pandas.

Jeff Meldrum is a scientist, an expert in human locomotor adaptations. In Sasquatch: Legend Meets Science, he examines all evidence critically, not to force a conclusion, but to establish a baseline of facts upon which further research can depend. His science is not submerged by opinion and dogmatic assumption. With objectivity and insight he analyzes evidence from tracks, skin ridges on the soles of feet, film footage, and DNA, and he compares it to that on primates and various other species. He disentangles fact from anecdote, supposition, and wishful thinking, and concludes that the search for yeti and sasquatch is a valid scientific endeavor. By offering a critical scrutiny, Sasquatch does more for this field of investigation than all the past arguments and polemics of contesting experts.

Humans stand alone, isolated monuments from a distant past. Perhaps we seek an evolutionary bridge to connect ourselves to something closer to us than the known great apes, to reveal more about how we became human. The apes offer only a distant glimpse. Possibly some day the yeti, sasquatch, or some other creature yet unnamed, will help to disclose more about the splendor and wonder of our own creation.

—George B. Schaller


SASQUATCH

 


INTRODUCTION

 

Doug Hajicek, nature film producer, took a break from shooting with his cameraman, and wandered near the shoreline of Selwyn Lake, nearly 800 miles north of Winnipeg, on the border of Saskatchewan and Northwest Territories, Canada. In the Arctic to film giant lake trout, they had flown into this remote location in the early 1990s. Along the isolated beach they encountered a crisp 17-inch footprint. The print was exceptionally clear and detailed, and excluding its enormous proportions, clearly humanlike in form, with distinct toes and a broad rounded heel. Some 40 inches farther ahead was another similar footprint, followed by another, and so on trailing alternately into the distance. This resembled no bear track. Besides, a polar bear hind paw measures only between 10 and 14 inches long. The hind paw of an Alaskan brown bear may reach a full 16 inches in length, but their range is generally restricted to the Pacific coastline. Grizzlies do range farther to the east but their foot is only about 10 inches long. Could it be an extraordinarily large and out-of-the-way Alaskan Brown, or an oversized grizzly, fishing for giant salmon? Hajicek weighed that possibility but he was familiar with bear sign from extensive documentary filmmaking with Lynn Rogers, the “man who walks with bears,” and he knew that a bear track consists of a distinctive alternating pattern of hind and forepaw prints. The narrow interdigital pad of the forepaw is much abbreviated compared to the hind paw, to which is added an extended distinctly tapering heel pad. Whatever animal had left these tracks was walking upright, on hind feet only, and had struck off from the lakeshore in an apparently determined course with an impressive stride. Judging from the freshness of the tracks, it may even have been the film crew’s arrival on the lake by floatplane that sent it on its way.

Hajicek’s curiosity was piqued, and together with his cameraman, they followed the advancing line of footprints. For over a mile they traced the creature’s enormous strides, before deciding that they didn’t actually want to catch up to whatever behemoth had left the immense tracks clearly and deeply impressed in the frosty tundra soil. The men remained mystified over what could have been responsible for these prodigious footprints. They returned to the lake thinking that they could readily follow the tracks from the air over the relatively treeless landscape and perhaps overtake the track-maker. But the pilot of the floatplane refused to talk about the tracks and rebuffed their suggestions to pursue them, and so they gave up on the idea.

Hajicek was unfamiliar with sasquatch and therefore had no real concept of a giant upright ape upon which to hang the enigma of the footprints. The obvious and unavoidable fact that some unusual animal had made this impressive trackway continued to dog him, and his thoughts frequently returned to the scene of the discovery. The suggestion that someone might have intentionally hoaxed them at that precise spot beside a 70-mile-long lake in the middle of the Canadian wilderness, accessible only by floatplane, seemed absolutely nonsensical. Hajicek thought about it a great deal and eventually, with the proliferation of the Internet, encountered the Web site of the Bigfoot Field Researchers Organization (BFRO), and discovered that he was not alone in his experience. In fact, a surprising number of other people had discovered large inexplicable footprints in the wilds of North America. He also learned that the BFRO was compiling an electronic database of reports of sightings and footprints submitted by witnesses from all walks of life. A network of field investigators responded to and documented these reports, where possible, by interviewing witnesses and collecting corroborative evidence, or determining alternative explanations. Hajicek began to educate himself about the accumulated information concerning the history and nature of this hypothetical and strangely elusive primate. He was surprised and irritated that the public at large, and particularly the media, ignored the extensive evidence for the existence of this otherwise legendary animal. Being a filmmaker by profession, he thought what better project than to produce an informed documentary that dealt objectively with the data and explored the question of sasquatch with an open mind. The folks at the Discovery Channel concurred and so the concept of Sasquatch: Legend Meets Science was conceived.

The format of the documentary was a noticeable departure from the established formula for “monster” media. Instead of trotting out a series of sensational eyewitness accounts with interviews and dramatic re-creations, then “balancing” them with retorts by armchair skeptics and willfully ignorant scientific experts, Hajicek opted to let the data stand on their own. He would present the accumulated evidence on its own merits and enlist the expertise of scientists willing to evaluate it objectively and to pursue their analysis wherever it might lead them without prejudice. Several of these recruited scientists were previously unconcerned with the matter of sasquatch, but nevertheless, in the spirit of exploration, were quite willing to ply their skills to evaluate the evidence laid before them. Others harbored a longstanding interest in the subject, but had rarely spoken openly of it for fear of ridicule and a concern for their reputed credibility. A few of the scientists, like Dr. Bindernagel, Dr. Fahrenbach, and me, had already crossed paths with the evidence and were actively engaged in ongoing research into the matter, in spite of its unpopularity within mainstream science, and even among our own respective institutional colleagues.

The Internet has provided a novel and readily accessible forum for the exchange of ideas and information. Like Hajicek, other witnesses frequently submit reports of their encounters with sasquatch to the many sites on the Internet concerned with the topic. The BFRO was one of an overwhelming number of Web sites that one is confronted with when searching the Internet for information relating to sasquatch or Bigfoot. It was the one that captured Hajicek’s attention and would subsequently cooperate during the development of the documentary concept. Many of the pioneering scientists Hajicek would work with were associated at one time or another with the BFRO. For a time the BFRO took the lead among a new generation of amateur and professional investigators. There were a number of organizations of various stripe, but the BFRO boldly touted the distinction of being “the only scientific organization probing the Bigfoot/Sasquatch mystery.” A rather grandiose assertion perhaps, but, in so far as efforts were made by its investigators to adhere to the principles and methods of scientific research during the collection, handling, and evaluation of objective evidence, that standard was applied with varying success. Like any community, the BFRO was not without its volatile personalities, egos, strong wills, deep-seated opinions, conflicting agendas, and other controversies. However, in spite of intermittent lapses, there had been a degree of cooperation, collegiality, and professionalism among its collective membership.
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Producer Doug Hajicek (center) during the filming of Sasquatch: Legend Meets Science (Courtesy of Doug Hajicek/Whitewolf Entertainment, Inc.)

Matthew Moneymaker, the founder and driving force behind the organization, recruited and sometimes rode roughshod over a lineup of amateur curators and investigators with varied skills and backgrounds. Affiliated with their ranks have been a number of credentialed scientists—primatologists, anthropologists, archaeologists, wildlife biologists, geologists, and engineers—who have pursued a professional interest in the matter. Some of the most dedicated field researchers, however, have had little or no formal training in the sciences, but often possess a vast experience in the outdoors and keen powers of observation and discernment.

To their credit, the BFRO investigators have been routinely critical of reports and taken pains to winnow the kernel from the chaff, concerning both potential evidence and would-be debunkers. Indeed, it is the proponent who is frequently responsible for refuting misidentified or misinterpreted evidence or claims. It must be appreciated that many of the individuals involved in the investigation lay claim to firsthand experiences that have effectively laid the question to rest for them personally. They are motivated by a conviction that eventually well-documented evidence will bear out their own experiences or convictions and resolve for them a vexing and persistent mystery.

As many youngsters then and now, I discovered an enduring fascination with extinct dinosaurs and prehistoric ape-men. I knew the author Jack London, not for his Call of the Wild, but for his less well-known novel, Before Adam, which explored the main character’s dreamlike racial memories that nightly hurled him back to the vicarious experiences of remote forebears who lived in trees at the dawn of humanity. Growing up in the Pacific Northwest I eventually was exposed to the legend of sasquatch. At the age of eleven, I encountered Roger Patterson from a third-row seat in the Spokane Coliseum, where he was showing his captivating documentary film about “America’s Abominable Snowman.” Its centerpiece was the famous sixty seconds of jumpy footage of what he and partner Bob Gimlin claimed to have witnessed along Bluff Creek in the Siskiyou Mountains of northern California. The larger-than-life image of a Bigfoot deliberately striding across the screen made a lasting impression on a young and adventurous mind and served to reinforce my fascination with the evolution of the primates and primitive humans. Was this creature some “missing link” or some relic from a spent diversity of man-apes? I hadn’t yet been indoctrinated concerning what could and what could not exist. The possibility that a giant humanlike ape, or some remnant apelike human, perhaps a relic of the Pleistocene Ice Ages, could have survived to the present in the remote corners of western North America, or elsewhere in the world, seemed to offer the prospect for a fascinating adventure in exploration. Patterson’s dramatic film seemed to draw back the curtain on the legend, revealing what could be one of the most intriguing questions facing zoologists and anthropologists today. Does a giant upright ape inhabit our wilderness today? What, if anything, might it disclose about human history?

The Patterson-Gimlin film did not bring a speedy resolution to the mystery of the sasquatch, as Patterson and others had optimistically anticipated. In fact, it made very little lasting impact on the scientific experts of the day, in the absence of a body or some bones. The years that followed yielded no conclusive physical evidence, no type specimen required by hard science, and sasquatch remained stuck in the company of assorted legendary “monsters” and sundry occult subjects.

Very few physical anthropologists ventured to openly pursue a critical look at the matter. One exception was Dr. Grover Krantz, then a young anthropology professor at Washington State University, and not one inclined to shy away from a controversial idea, whether anthropological or cryptozoological (the search for “hidden” animals). He studied Patterson’s film and concluded that it was in all probability authentic. He examined the tracks and concluded an unknown animal had left them; but more importantly, he persisted in thrusting the broader matter of the evidence for sasquatch under the noses of the “Scientific Establishment” as he came to rather critically refer to it. His colleague at the nearby University of Idaho, Roderick Sprague, editor of the Northwest Anthropological Research Notes (NARN), noted the lack of anthropological literature on sasquatch, and in a 1970 editorial invited responsible articles on the subject at a time when it was downright dangerous to one’s career to do so. Over the next decade, a series of submissions was published in NARN, and these contributions were eventually assembled by Sprague and Krantz as a collected volume under the title The Scientist Looks at the Sasquatch. Without the early attentions of a few intrepid anthropologists, the subject might well have been altogether ignored by science and been relegated wholly to the realm of folklore and fantasy.
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Dr. Grover Krantz, for many years the most visible scientist seriously investigating the sasquatch question, stands before a portion of his extensive cast collection of hominid skulls and sasquatch footprints at his home laboratory in Sequim, Washington, shortly after his retirement from Washington State University. (Courtesy of Rick Noll)

Krantz was an accomplished anatomist, and his detailed analysis of the Patterson-Gimlin film, his published evaluations of the accumulated footprints, and his discovery of dermatoglyphics (skin ridge detail) on the casts of the sasquatch footprints could not be so offhandedly dismissed. However, dealing with “evidence” of such a controversial nature is not without its challenges and pitfalls, and Krantz became the target of criticism springing not only from skeptical professional colleagues but also from the volatile elements of the community of amateur Bigfoot researchers. In the end, Dr. Krantz did not live to see the mystery conclusively resolved, but he and others held the door ajar, creating the opportunity for later investigators to take an objective look at the matter.

My own early interests in apes and prehumans led me eventually into a career in academia, specializing in primate evolutionary biology. I focused on the emergence of human locomotor adaptations, especially our apparently singular trait of walking on two feet—bipedalism. Rather than center my investigations directly on the earliest initiation of hominid bipedalism, I have turned to the more recent pattern of emergence of the distinctive modern form of human walking, characterized by a striding stifflegged gait and endurance walking and running.

Eventually, my path crossed that of Dr. Krantz. In 1996, during a visit with family in Boise, Idaho, I traveled with my brother Michael to Pullman, Washington, and the campus of Washington State University to examine Krantz’s assemblage of alleged sasquatch footprint casts for myself. The day was spent pulling specimens from drawers and spreading them out on padded laboratory bench tops. There were casts from the Patterson-Gimlin film site; the enigmatic “cripplefoot” from Bossburg, Washington; a cast made by Sheriff Bill Closner from Skamania County, Washington, the first county with a formal ordinance prohibiting the killing of a sasquatch; casts from the Blue Mountains in southeastern Washington bearing skin ridge detail or dermatoglyphics; and many more. We compared and contrasted characteristics and discussed alternate interpretations of details of anatomy and foot function. We noted the repeated appearance through time of recognizable individuals residing in a given geographical region. Finally, we noted the dubious aspects of the more questionable examples and the evident hoaxes, although these seemed to be decidedly in the minority, contrary to my initial expectations. The singular opportunity for a firsthand examination of Krantz’s collected series of footprints was extremely enlightening. The study of photographs can provide only so much, and then the investigator must examine the casts and the footprints themselves to truly appreciate the finer details and signs of animation. In 2001, Dr. Krantz formally passed the baton, and most of his cast collection was transferred to my laboratory at Idaho State University, where it joined the sample of casts I had also assembled in the meantime, totaling nearly two hundred casts. The Smithsonian Institution accessioned additional selected specimens from Krantz’s collection, along with selections from his personal papers, and even his very own skeleton, now an enduring anthropological specimen.

A significant number of the casts in Krantz’s collection, which also figure prominently in his notable book, Big Footprints (in its current edition known as Bigfoot Sasquatch Evidence), were accumulated from the nearby Blue Mountains outside Walla Walla in southeastern Washington. This region took on greater significance when I was asked to review a book, Bigfoot of the Blues (in its current edition known as The Walla Walla Bigfoot), written by a regional journalist by the name of Vance Orchard. For over a decade, Orchard had chronicled developments in the district in his newspaper column. Upon leaving Krantz’s lab, my brother Mike and I paid an unplanned visit to Walla Walla, to call upon Orchard and a few of the people who figured prominently in his narrative: Wes Sumerlin, Bill Laughery, and Paul Freeman. Sumerlin was one of the last of the old-time mountain men, frequently horse-packing in the Blues. Bill Laughery was a former game warden now living in the Tri-Cities area. Paul Freeman had briefly been a patrolman for the U.S. Forest Service assigned to the Mill Creek watershed. It was on one of those patrols that he claimed to have encountered a sasqautch and subsequently found footprints that exhibited dermatoglyphics. Freeman had become something of a controversial figure, particularly among the community of amateur Bigfoot investigators, but I was eager to critically examine the original specimens that I had only seen copies of in Krantz’s lab. Our unannounced visit found Freeman at home and he cordially invited us in to visit and to examine his footprint casts. The originals, with a few exceptions, were even more impressive than I had anticipated. I pressed him for more details about his casts, for examples of multiple casts from a single trackway, for circumstances of the finds, all the while attempting to size up the person, his reliability, and motivations. Shortly he turned to me and said, “You’re obviously serious about this. Would you like to see some fresh tracks? I just found the first tracks of the spring earlier this morning.”
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Paul Freeman displays a cast of a sasquatch footprint that he collected in the Blue Mountains outside of Walla Walla, Washington. (Courtesy of Grover Krantz)

I was quite incredulous and silently chuckled to myself. What a coincidence, I thought, to have fresh tracks on hand to show me, just like that. Could he have learned of my last-minute decision to detour to Walla Walla and somehow hastily fabricated some tracks for my visit? It seemed unlikely, but either way, what did I have to lose? The three of us climbed into the truck and headed for the foothills. It seemed Freeman routinely drove the muddy mountain roads as early in the year as conditions permitted, looking for sign below the snowpack. That weekend in February, the meltoff had opened the lower foothill roads. On a restricted-access farm road he had found a long line of tracks in the wet ground. We pulled over, stopped the truck, and stepped out onto the muddy side road. A string of 14-inch tracks was plainly visible. Freeman’s own tracks from earlier that day were also evident, but indicated he had merely walked alongside the tracks, pausing occasionally, presumably to inspect individual footprints more closely. Freeman repeatedly downplayed the tracks to me, saying they weren’t that good and he wouldn’t bother casting them, since he had seen much clearer tracks. However, what he considered shortcomings, to my eye were signs of their spontaneity and animation, although I still found the situation rather suspect due to the sheer coincidence, and I harbored lingering doubts about Freeman’s credibility. “How could he have managed this?” I was silently asking myself as I surveyed the scene. Mike and Freeman wandered ahead as I began a closer examination, taking measurements and snapping photographs. The prints were 14 inches long by 5 inches wide. I knelt down close and could make out subtle patches of skin ridge detail, fading rapidly in the light drizzling rain. The tracks, whoever or whatever had made them, were fresh considering the weather conditions of the past several days, probably laid down during the preceding night or wee hours of that very Sunday morning. In some tracks the toes were extended and often the fourth and fifth digits hardly left a discernable imprint. In others the toes clearly curled over protruding stones; in still others the stones were pressed into the ground beneath the weight of the forefoot or heel, while still showing signs that a compliant foot had conformed to them. There were distinct tension cracks about the margins of many of the tracks—signs of dynamic compression rather than a forceful stamped impact. Several showed a speed bump-like ridge a little less than halfway along the length of the foot. This was clearly a pressure ridge marked by expansion cracks, which immediately brought to mind a picture I recalled of a track from the Patterson-Gimlin film site, and the corresponding cast I had just examined in Krantz’s collection, which displayed a similar feature and dynamic details.
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Examples of 14-inch footprints and casts documented by the author at Five Points, near Walla Walla, Washington, on February 18,1996

Then I came to a peculiar footprint that seemed to altogether lack a heel imprint. The step was on a slight incline and the foot had obviously slipped in the wet loamy mud. Distinct slide-ins were evident ahead of all five toes, which were sharply flexed and deeply impressed to gain purchase. The forefoot had pushed up a ridge of mud behind it, much more pronounced than in the other prints, but there was no heel imprint at all. It was similar to a person walking on the ball of his foot when going up an incline, except in this case the entire forefoot, not merely a ball, remained in contact with the ground. This indicated a greater degree of flexibility of the midfoot than is present in humans. The print was over two inches deep in the mud so that as the toes had splayed somewhat, the marginal toes had impressed into the sidewall of the track leaving a never-before-seen profile of the first and fifth digits. The three toe segments, corresponding to the three individual bones, the phalanges, of the little toe were discernable, while the big toe possessed only two segments. This is a subtle detail of skeletal anatomy that most people are quite unaware of. As the realization began to sink in that this could well be the track of a flesh-and-blood sasquatch, the hair stood up on the back of my neck.

Freeman rejoined me and described how it seemed that the tracks began about where we had parked the truck, made a hairpin loop in the soft soil of the adjacent plowed field, and ended once again along the side road precisely where the truck was parked. Again I thought to myself, how convenient for a hoaxer—simply don false feet in the back of a truck, jump onto the muddy road, trot out a truncated trackway, jump back into the back of the truck, doff the muddy false feet, and away you go. For the moment I kept these thoughts to myself.

The afternoon was waning and so we returned Freeman to his home and took our leave. I turned to my brother and said, “Even if these footprints are fakes, there is ample anatomy present. We can potentially learn a great deal from the incident, hoaxed or otherwise, by taking a closer look and making some casts.” So after a quick trip to a hardware store for some supplies, we were back to the foothills. When we arrived, I said, “If we assume for a moment that these tracks are legitimate, then there has to be more sign up the road beyond the spot where the truck was parked and Freeman believed the tracks started and stopped.” There was abundant surface along the road and adjacent fields to take tracks, but a thorough search beyond the truck turned up nothing. The only other option, besides a hoax, was that Freeman had read the sign incorrectly and the sasqautch had come and departed from the opposite direction. We began to flag each footprint methodically and soon recognized the point where the track-maker had made a hairpin turn, not out in the field, but near the truck, toward the road. We backtracked in the opposite direction along a brush-lined irrigation ditch and found more tracks beyond any sign of Freeman’s footprints. Indeed, it appeared that whatever had made the tracks had come from the direction of the densely wooded Mill Creek that flowed out of the watershed, followed the cover of a brushline ditch through the fields and nearby plum orchards, and was heading for the adjacent ridgeline that leads back to the watershed, when something, probably a passing car late on a Saturday night, prompted it to turn abruptly and retreat across the field toward the cover of the ditch, picking up its pace as it went. I was puzzled by the series of footprints immediately after the abrupt turn back away from the road. Every second right footprint was toed-out about 45 degrees from the line of travel. It wasn’t until some months later, when I was examining my own tracks on an Oregon beach that I realized what had likely occurred. As I walked along the wet sand, I would occasionally glance back over my right shoulder to get a glimpse of the appearance of the tracks I was leaving along the beach. I quickly noticed that every time I looked back, my right foot toed out sharply in a manner very reminiscent of the tracks in Washington. Something caused the track-maker to turn abruptly and, with increasing pace, walk away from the road, glancing back every other step to assess the situation.

The plaster we bought was sufficient for seven casts and I tried to sample the variation evident in footprints depending on the conditions of the soil and the speed of walking or running. Some were shallower with the toes fully extended. Some were very deeply impressed, especially under the forefoot, in the softer soil of the fallow wheat field. I was especially interested in the “half-track” with the toe slippage and included a cast of it, and found another example of such. It was getting late and we both had commitments to fulfill the next day in Boise. I still harbored serious reservations about the whole set of circumstances and could not fully accept the situation on its face, but the more closely I considered the tracks the more intrigued I became. In hindsight, the incident had much more significance than I was prepared to acknowledge at the time. The drive home was punctuated with discussions of the possible meaning and implications of what we had witnessed, from Dr. Krantz’s lab and cast collection, to Freeman’s tracks in the foothills of the Blues. When we pulled into home, well past midnight, I was not inclined to retire just yet. Instead, I went to the garage sink and carefully unwrapped and washed the dirt from the seven casts we had retrieved. I lined them up and reexamined them, carefully noting the contours of the heel, the consistent protrusion of bony landmarks, the evidence of midfoot flexibility, the signs of articulation and obvious mobility evident in the toe impressions. I placed my little finger alongside the profile of the fifth digit in the peculiar half-track. It failed to cover it fully. The toes were relatively long, even for a 14-inch foot. The evident spontaneity and consistency of the tracks impressed me profoundly. Perhaps there was something to these footprints that deserved a much closer look. Who better to evaluate this evidence than someone long preoccupied with primate feet and the evolution of bipedalism? I began contemplating what it would involve to review and extend the line of study that Dr. Krantz had begun.

Some time later, when the opportunity was extended to participate in a sponsored expedition to attempt to collect new data in the field, I was keen to join. Richard Greenwell of the International Society of Cryptozoology had received funding from a foreign documentary film company to mount a four-week excursion into the Siskiyou wilderness of northern California. Our jumping-off point would be just a few tens of miles from the site at Bluff Creek where Patterson and Gimlin had their alleged encounter, captured on film in 1967. An additional five-man camera crew and four pack llamas accompanied the fourman research team. Our intended llama handler had to withdraw at the last minute and I was given a crash course in llama wrangling, which added a whole new and unanticipated dimension to the experience.
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Scenes from the Six Rivers National Forest Expedition of 1997. Equipment was packed into the backcountry on llamas.
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Author, Darwin Greenwell, and Richard Greenwell (Courtesy of Richard Greenwell)

We had seismic sensors, night vision and call-broadcasting equipment, and early-model camera traps, at a time when few if any others were utilizing such technologies for this purpose. We discovered that such novel accoutrements presented a set of challenges all their own. On the first day in, we came upon an old set of tracks crossing a pass. They were heavily weathered and unsuitable for casting, but the discernable outlines of broad 13-inch footprints laid down in bipedal sequence were evident. After this tantalizing piece of evidence, little else was found over the next couple of weeks. The infrared triggers for the camera traps were set off by any interruption, animate or otherwise. When the morning fog rolled in off the coast it would set the cameras off in rapid succession, using up a roll of film in short order. We did get some intriguing responses to the calls we broadcast, but they were too brief and faint to record effectively. There was ample sign of bear scat in the areas we explored, but footprints of any kind were scarce, if not altogether absent, given conditions on the ground. Frankly, I was a bit surprised by how little of the ground surface lent itself to taking distinct tracks. The trails were rocky and a deep layer of dry duff often cushioned the forest floor. The creek beds were mostly rocky or densely overgrown with willows and alders. This was something I had not fully anticipated, and it goes largely unappreciated by most who seldom venture off-trail.

The camera crew departed on schedule after five days of shooting. We moved camp farther into the wilderness and hoped that with a fresh location, and fewer people about, we might have a better chance of encountering sign or detecting something. As the fourth week began, our guide, Mark Slack, and I undertook an excursion about five miles farther along the trail, intending to then cut cross-country a farther couple of miles to reach a cluster of off-trail lakes. We hoped that the shrunken lakes with exposed mud flats would provide more suitable substrate for tracking. The “trail” we followed was barely that since, as the Forest Service personnel had warned us, it had not been maintained for some years. We lost the indistinct trail a number of times as it crossed rocky outcrops, only to pick up portions of it again farther along. In many places it was strewn with numerous deadfalls, rendering it impassable had we brought llamas along. It was clearly a region rarely disturbed by human visitors. As we negotiated an east-west trending ridge the rocky trail was littered with a thin layer of duff still moist with dew. Abruptly, we came upon a series of fresh footprints 16 inches in length. Something had come up the slope, cut along the section of trail for a short distance, and then continued upslope in the direction of a notch through the rocky ridgeline. The outline of the shallow imprints on the hard trail was unambiguous and the moist duff under the forefoot was scuffed back exposing the dry material beneath. The length of the step was over 42 inches on a moderate uphill incline. We scouted about, but what little sign we could distinguish off-trail was eventually lost in the rocky ridge.

About a mile farther on we left the trail, following a small tributary upstream, and made camp near a clear spring just below a ridge separating us from the lakes. The spring was surrounded by exotic-looking pitcher plants, giving the scene a surreal atmosphere. Several bear trails were evident about the margin of the spring; their small quadrupedal tracks were in stark contrast to the footprints we had examined earlier that day. In the morning we climbed the ridge and descended through a vast boulder-strewn slope to the lakes. As we expected, the mud flats preserved many footprints, especially excellent bear tracks, some indicating cubs in tow, but disappointingly no tracks of sasquatch. We returned to the ridge just before sundown and from that vantage point tried to imitate the recorded vocalizations we had broadcast from the base camp on preceding nights. Surprisingly, our voices seemed to carry quite a distance, echoing down the drainage in the still evening air. There was no response—no audible reaction that is.
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More scenes from the Six Rivers National Forest Expedition of 1997. The author’s step fails to match that of a biped that left 16-inch tracks on the trail.

As we reached camp a cold drizzling mist had engulfed the mountains and we huddled around the fire beneath our ponchos as we sipped miso soup left behind by the Japanese camera crew, and eventually retired to our respective bivy tents. I was awakened several hours later by Mark’s urgent voice whispering “Jeff! Jeff, do you hear that?” As I roused from my slumber I could just make out a trailing cry some ways off in the night. I wasn’t at all certain what I had heard, but I was certainly wide-awake now. I lay there as the minutes dragged on, straining to listen. Then came the sound of footsteps and popping brush circling our little camp, and a clacking sound, of rocks or perhaps teeth, in rapid succession. The clacking was promptly responded to by a second source of clacking on the opposite side of the camp. There was a pause and silence, and then a clackity-clack of Mark’s pack frame bumping against the tree trunk it was leaning against. I struggled to extricate myself from my bag and tent, and heard Mark doing likewise. We found the pack, which had been wrapped in a poncho, standing uncovered with its flap unclasped and thrown back, its rifled contents hanging out in disarray. The dense mist obscured the moon and stars, and our flashlight beams did not significantly cut through the gloom. Whatever it was had simply slipped away into the fog. We lingered outside our tents for some time before returning to the shelter and warmth of our bedding. No sooner was I settled in than the footfalls returned. Their pace quickened and seemed to approach my tent with a rapid pad-pad-pad. The sound of footsteps passed along the side of my small tent and something bumped one of the poles, jostling it. “Mark?” I queried, wondering if he could be out there investigating something, but he responded from inside his tent in the opposite direction. I again scrambled from my confinement into the wet darkness and shot the beam of my flashlight along the side of my tent. Near the head of my tent was enough grass to momentarily hold a roughly 16-inch oblong impression, the grass just rebounding from the compressing weight of the tread. There were also punch holes in the boggy stretches below the spring where something had apparently stridden rapidly away from the campsite. The punch holes had slumped in with standing water and retained no detail.

The next day and night were uneventful except for incessant rain. We surveyed the immediate area for additional sign but found none, except for old washed-out bear trails. The next morning the rain let up and since our provisions were nearly expended, we broke camp and headed back to rejoin the others. Along the trail I hoped to get another look at what remained of the tracks we had encountered earlier along the ridgeline. They were in thick timber and relatively sheltered from the direct onslaught of the rains. We paused there for a respite and some refreshment. As I slung my pack off, a softball-sized rock sailed onto the trail a mere few feet away. A slight shiver crept up my spine. There was no high point nearby from which a rock might have been dislodged by the rainstorm. Nor did it simply roll onto the trail from uphill. It had been airborne; it had been lobbed. For the first time on this excursion the hair on my neck stood on end; there was that subjective, but inescapable sense of being watched. In spite of the distinct feeling that something wanted us to move along, we determined to tarry and see what would happen. Nothing did and we eventually gathered ourselves up and continued on to the base camp, arriving late that afternoon and related our experiences to our companions.
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Bivouac where a nocturnal visitor rifled through Slack’s backpack and brushed against the author’s tent.

That night I was again awoken by the sound of Mark’s backpack clanging against a tree trunk. As I collected my senses, I called to Mark. Immediately there was a pad-pad of heavy footfalls running between our adjacent tents and the sweeping sound of something brushing along the length of my tent’s rain fly. I emerged from my tent to see Mark’s pack open again, this time the now-empty food bag was out and standing on the ground like an open grocery bag. The hard-packed ground had again taken no readily discernable tracks. In the morning we discovered that our food cache in the meadow had been raided. The twisted double garbage bags were standing open, but there were no claw marks or tooth marks, and no scattered provisions that typically mark bear activity. Curiously, only a large resealable bag of flavored instant oatmeal packets was missing. The few remaining foodstuffs—instant potatoes, dried fruit, jerky, etc.—were left untouched. Such selectivity was also uncharacteristic of a scavenging bear, but had precedent in other reported sasquatch encounters.
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Mark Slack, expedition outfitter (left), and author examine footprint sign.

These experiences in the Siskiyous were perhaps even more compelling than the footprints in the foothills of the Blues. We were in a remote region and had seen only two people besides our party in four weeks—some serious backpackers who had come through from the distant, more popular north end of the wilderness area. I was confident that no human was responsible for the events of those nights. I was equally convinced that we were not dealing with the antics of a marauding bear. The behavior was completely atypical of a bear in camp. There was something that had left l6-inch footprints, apparently walked on two legs, dexterously opened backpacks, rifled its contents without mark of tooth or claw, and accurately lobbed a rock in our direction. Just what that something was, remained hidden from sight throughout our excursion, but little doubt remained that I would have to pursue the question of sasquatch to its resolution, one way or another.

Hajicek’s documentary project, Sasquatch: Legend Meets Science, set a new benchmark for serious media coverage of this intriguing cryptozoological mystery. It provided an opportunity to further my own research through discussion and collaboration with an assemblage of open-minded and inquisitive fellow scientists recruited to evaluate evidence in their respective fields of expertise. A colleague of Hajicek, Michael Hsu, suggested that a companion volume should be produced as well, in order to carry the dialogue to another level, and offered to take the lead in coordinating the effort. When Hsu approached me about writing such a book, I was very keen on the idea, having wondered about the possibility of a companion volume myself. While organized after the framework of the documentary, in this companion volume I delve even further into the background and history of scientific reaction to the persistent evidence than was possible within the time constraints of a one-hour television show. I share many of my own experiences, perspectives, and insights gained through nearly a decade of investigation and research. I also take the opportunity to set a baseline of what is known and to explore theoretical questions pointing to new directions of research. The latter may strike some as akin to the medieval debates about how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. But I suggest it begins to establish a framework for what is or is not plausible for the anatomy, behavior, and ecology of a reputed large primate. Perhaps it will bring us closer to a rational determination of what lies behind the legend of sasquatch.
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THE SCIENCE OF HIDDEN ANIMALS:
CRYPTOZOOLOGY

 

Whenever and wherever there have been travelers in exotic lands, or explorers of the murky frontiers of the known world, there have emerged accounts of exotic and sometimes fanciful creatures either actually encountered or merely heard tell of. The pages of medieval bestiaries depict curious and unfamiliar animals that seem to blur the boundary between myth and reality. Many, once uncritically accepted, were eventually consigned by science to the realm of legend. Examples include the unicorn, the griffin, the manticore, and the mermaid. Others, it was determined, indeed had their basis in scientific reality, in the form of animals now considered rather commonplace in our age of televised natural history documentaries. These once fanciful, but now quite familiar animals include the leopard, the giraffe, the crocodile, and the mandrill.
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Fifteenth-century bestiary depicting fanciful animals, including a manlike creature, some of which are recognized today.

Long before the present age of modern transportation and telecommunication, the eighteenth-century Swedish biologist Carl Linnaeus set out to catalog the whole of nature, laying the foundation for the modern scientific discipline of taxonomy. From excursions to the remote corners of the known world, Linnaeus’s disciples returned not only with myriads of newly collected exotic specimens, but also with persistent reports of unusual and elusive creatures that stirred the imagination. Perhaps the most intriguing of these were creatures that appeared to bridge the perceived gulf between human and animal. The possibility of the existence of such missing links was not only acceptable but anticipated, since naturalists of the day viewed the parade of life as a Great Chain of Being. The perfection of the Creator was expressed by the completeness of His creation. Therefore, the discovery of such intermediate species was inevitable. Among these rumored and rather bizarre-looking Anthropomorpha, or “man-shaped” animals, can now be recognized the baboon, the chimpanzee, and the orangutan. But a fourth manlike creature remains inexplicable. The legendary Troglodyte—a nocturnal, speechless, hirsute wildman—has never been recognized by science, although it occupies a key position in the traditional knowledge of ethnic cultures the world over.
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Linnaeus’s anthropomorpha, or manlike creatures, here rendered by Hoppius in the seventeenth century. Recognizable are the orangutan, the chimpanzee, and the baboon, but the identity, or even the reality, of the Troglodyte (at left) remains a mystery.

It is noteworthy that the two most ancient examples of western literature, the epic of Beowulf and the epic of Gilgamesh, prominently involve the wildman figure in the characters of Grendel and Enkidu respectively. The image of the wildman carried into Medieval European iconography, adorning cathedrals, crypts, and heraldic emblems. In the East, ancient Mongolian literary sources also matter-of-factly depict such a wildman, the zerlog khoon. It is unceremoniously numbered among the commonly recognized wildlife of the Himalayas. To this day, questions remain regarding the identity of revered relics of the wildman enshrined in Nepalese monasteries. Is all this just a simple folk belief, or an animal species still hidden from science?

Western scientists briefly gave the matter of a relic wildman serious notice when mountaineers, exploring the roof of the world, came upon inexplicable tracks attributed to the abominable snowman, or yeti, of the Himalayas. The most famed were those photographed in 1951, by Eric Shipton and Michael Ward, in the Menlung Basin of Nepal. The large single footprint showing the outline of five rather oddly proportioned “toes” crisply impressed on a snow-covered glacier has been variously interpreted, and confusion still surrounds the associated photos that clearly depict a quadrupedal, rather than a bipedal track. Many, including the famous Sir Edmund Hillary, have chalked Shipton’s tracks up to a runaway practical joke. However, as recently as 1997, Ward published a scientific paper revisiting the peculiarities and implications of the footprints from Menlung Basin, an unlikely move for the purveyor of a practical joke. Others have suggested that sublimation (the direct evaporation of snow at high altitudes) may have distorted the tracks of a more common animal, resulting in a “yeti” track. The case of the singular footprint would have benefited from supplementary photos of additional footprints in the trackway for the sake of establishing the consistency of its peculiar appearance and bipedal gait. In spite of the obscuring cloud of controversy, the highly publicized photographs of Shipton’s footprint touched off the modern world’s interest in the Himalayan wildman, spawning a number of sensational yeti expeditions during the late 1950s and early 1960s. The expeditions had various sponsorships: the London Daily Mail, World Book Encyclopedia, and the American oil tycoons Tom Slick and Kirk Johnson. Conclusive evidence was never obtained. However, as expressed by historian Daniel Boorstin, “To succeed in negative discovery—to prove that some mythical entity did not exist—was far more exacting and exhausting than to succeed in finding a known objective.” This was especially true in the challenging circumstances encountered in the rugged remoteness of the Himalayas.
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A Mongolian natural history of Tibet, written near the end of the nineteenth cen tury, depicting a wildman

A series of letters appeared in the pages of Science magazine during 1957 and 1958, initiated by a brief article by Dr. William L. Straus, Jr., a physical anthropologist at the Johns Hopkins University. Straus was downplaying the probability of an unknown ape existing in the Himalayas, noting that the identification rested solely on footprints and verbal evidence. The footprints were summarily dismissed as those of misidentified bear spoor, which exhibit a superficial resemblance to human footprints. These had presumably been enlarged by sun and wind. The list of possible suspects venturing into the snow fields at high elevation to have their tracks enlarged by the elements grew to include yaks, lynx, snow leopard, wolf, ibex, deer, and langur monkey to name a few. Straus’s explanation for the enigmatic footprints represented the generally adopted position. To this was added a comment by Dr. Robert K. Enders, zoologist at Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania, relating a firsthand experience with a track left by a man wearing snow sandals in Kasmir. The sandals were made from rough-woven leaves to protect the feet from the sharp ice. They wear out initially under the toes and then are eventually discarded. The enlarged and sometimes toed footprints left by such sandal wearers were suggested as a possible source for “yeti” tracks.

However, an exceptional response was forthcoming from Dr. Lawrence Swan, a native of India and world-renowned expert in high-altitude ecology. He took exception to the superficial and dismissive attitude of the foregoing scientists and pointed out, “The interpretation that tracks in the snow ascribed to the Yeti may be made by man is valid in some instances, but it is clear that footprints cannot logically be attributed to even the most solitary hermit when they are made in remote glaciated terrain at great altitudes where local inhabitants simply would not travel.” He went on to say, “Perhaps the greatest difficulty with the bear theory, and the point most often disregarded in statements concerning Yeti tracks, is the fact that the high-altitude red bear of the Himalayas (Ursus arctos isabellinus) is found only in the western Himalayas whereas the origin of the Yeti legend and the source of all ‘genuine’ Yeti tracks is in the eastern Himalayas. [Author’s note: There actually are brown bears in the eastern Himalayas but not on the southern slopes.] There is a fairly striking faunal difference between these two regions, and it is not legitimate, nor is it good zoogeography, to attempt to discredit the legend on evidence obtained from the western Himalayas or the plateau of Tibet. The Abominable Snowman, presumably, has no business in these parts.” As for the interpretation of volatile footprints he observed, “That the unique footprints may be the result of the high-altitude effects of evaporation and sublimation is not borne out by fresh Yeti tracks, where some detail of the foot is clear. High-altitude footprints do enlarge and may alter in shape, but this obvious alteration which may surprise the casual traveler from the lowlands, is promptly recognized by an individual with experience in snow at high altitudes. It is not correct to assume that only the naive have seen the tracks, and it is equally erroneous to assume that the Yeti is only the imagined maker of all sorts of ablated footprints.” Finally, while acknowledging the lack of conclusive evidence, he cautioned against summary dismissal of the evidence without due consideration, saying, “Whereas it is perhaps presumptuous to assume, at this time, that the Yeti is in reality some large anthropoid ape, it seems that this possibility has not been eliminated or sufficiently considered in the current arguments of the Yeti critics.”

At this Straus retrenched, adopting a commonly repeated conservative posture, stating, “I certainly have never denied the possibility of the existence of an ‘abominable snowman,’ whether it be a giant ape or some other unknown creature. I am only adhering to a basic tenet of scientific procedure when I ask for something in the way of positive proof of its reality.” It would seem that in some quarters, there is a distinction made between the conduct of science and the spirit of exploration. Some would wait at their lab benches and exert no effort to discover what, if anything, lies behind the legend. Yet, they are quite eager to engage the matter if someone else produces the conclusive evidence. Straus concludes, “If someone supplies me with the cadaver of an undoubted ‘snowman,’ I will be only too glad to dissect it and report, to the best of my ability, on the creature’s zoological affinities.”

Swan’s optimism about the possibility that the yeti might exist waned considerably after he accompanied Marlin Perkins and Edmund Hillary to the Himalayas in I960. On an opportune solo excursion he came upon a line of what he initially took to be “yeti” tracks in the snow. Upon closer examination he discovered, “The first prints were fairly good, although rather small by classic standards, but those further on seemed to change. Each footprint in the series was not sufficiently similar to its neighbor. I recognized that if I photographed only one choice track, I could astound anybody.” As he moved along the line, the tracks became more distorted, until at last he stood over the clear imprints of a fox or small wolf. Swan concluded that sublimation could indeed sculpt from common tracks the enigmatic shapes of the mysterious yeti footprints.

Interest in the yeti was rekindled when, in 1972, biologists Edward Cronin and Jeffrey McNeely and members of their survey team discovered fresh nine-inch apelike tracks outside their tents high in the Arun Valley of Nepal. They had made camp on a ridge below a pass leading to a neighboring valley. During the night, something had made a detour from the ridgeline and investigated the camp, meandering among the expedition tents. The crisp bipedal footprints were evident in the snow, untouched by the morning sun and the effects of sublimation. The footprint spoor resembled a large ape’s foot with an apparent divergent big toe and relatively long lateral toes. Backtracking revealed that the biped had ascended a steep slope through deep snow, without any apparent aid of its forelimbs. After the digression through the camp, the track led back to the ridgeline and preceded over the pass to be lost among the boulder-strewn rhododendron thickets.
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Fresh yeti footprints discovered and cast above the Arun Valley of Nepal by Cronin and McNeely in 1972 (Courtesy of Jeffrey McNeely)
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Comparison of the feet of (left to right) a human, gorilla, and chimpanzee, with the footprint outline of the Shipton and the McNeely footprints (drawn to approximate scale)

Upon examining the casts made of the footprints, Dr. George Schaller, who pioneered naturalistic studies of the mountain gorilla, noted that they “demonstrate a close resemblance to those of the mountain gorilla.” Cronin concluded that the prints could not be attributed to any known animal of the eastern Himalayas, and therefore lent credibility to the theory that the yeti represents an unknown hominoid (ape) species. Even the report of this professional team of naturalists had little impact on a generally skeptical scientific community.

In 1993, four footprints attributed to the yeti were cast and today are on display in the Thimphu office of Bhutan’s Forestry Department. They were collected in Hjagehungla, Merak-Sakten, which is in east-central Bhutan. They are approximately 8 inches long, bear only four toes, and attest to the diversity of spoor that have been attributed to the yeti. To this day the maker of the unusual tracks in the Himalayas remains a mystery and continues to be the object of serious expeditions and amateur trekkers.

As early as 1825, the French naturalist Cuvier made the brash assertion that it was doubtful that any new large four-legged animals remained to be discovered. But shortly thereafter, he himself described a new species of carnivore found in the Himalayas—the red panda, Ailurus fulgens, Cuvier 1826. A long series of discoveries of large animals was to follow as naturalists made good on travelers’ tales, and more especially, as they acted upon the natives’ familiarity with local faunas. This approach was in large measure how new zoological discoveries were made. It was an established formula for investigating and discovering novel and exotic species. However, in more recent times this technique has fallen by the way and has been replaced by formal surveys that rely less on indigenous knowledge. Few scientists specifically search for rumored animals. Instead, most field biologists conduct broad taxonomic surveys to see what may turn up in their widely cast nets or narrow transects. An exception to this trend is Dr. Marc van Roosmalen, a Dutch primatologist who has a predilection for discovering new species of primates in the Amazon forest. By walking into a village with his eyes and ears open he routinely learns of unusual primates in the surrounding environs. His appreciation of native knowledge of local faunas often results in the description of a new species or even a new genus of Neotropical primate.
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Casts of “yeti” footprints approximately 8 inches in length on display in the Thimphu office of Bhutan’s Forestry Department. They were collected in 1993 at Hjagehungla, Merak-Sakten, which is in east-central Bhutan. (Courtesy of George Schaller)

Contrary to Cuvier’s premature pessimism, the pace of discovery has shown no signs of abating. When Linnaeus published Systema Natura (1735), his initial catalog of nature, there were nine thousand named species. Today, estimates of over 2 million species are described, although no all-encompassing tally has ever been undertaken. Serious estimates of how many species actually inhabit this planet range from 3 million to over 30 million! These newly discovered species are not limited to miniscule microbes or innocuous insects. As recently as 1929, a great ape was added to the list of known species, when the bonobo, or pygmy chimp, was found in the jungles of Zaire, Africa. During the past century, over two hundred additional species of primate have been discovered. In the Neotropics alone, twenty-four new species have been described since 1990, and at least ten more await formal description. Most recently, the prospect of a new ape, perhaps something intermediate to a chimp and a gorilla, has sent primatologists converging on the Congo in search of the so-called Bili (or Bondo) ape—with little more evidence to go on than some oversized footprints, nests, a few strands of hair, and persistent native accounts of a large ape, which they call the “lion killer” due to its enormous size. Primatologist Shelly Williams, of the Jane Goodall Institute, experienced a close encounter with what she took to be four of these peculiar apes. They charged through the brush from less than ten meters away before they apparently realized she was not the quarry they anticipated. She described them as being huge, with a very flat faces, wide muzzles, straight overhanging brows, and grayish hair all over.
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Cast (right) and outline tracing (left) of a footprint measuring over 12 inches long, attributed to the Bili Ape (Courtesy of Esteban Sarmiento)

Indeed, persistent rumors of unrecognized apes, or less conventional wildmen, in addition to the yeti of the Himalayas, continue to emerge from forested mountain retreats the world over: from Mongolia, the almasti; from Indonesia, the orang pendek; from China, the yeren; from the U.S. and Canada, the sasquatch, or Bigfoot, to name but a few. These are not all described in similar terms and it has been suggested that several species may remain unaccounted for. For example, the yeti is reportedly smaller and more apelike with a footprint that exhibits a divergent great toe, while the sasquatch is much larger, more humanlike in posture, and has a footprint with the great toe aligned with the remainder. In spite of this multiplication of enigmas, or perhaps on account of it, many scientists are prone to retreat to Cuvier’s smug presumption that the world is simply too small to still harbor any large undiscovered animals. Harvard paleontologist George Gaylord Simpson’s reaction in 1984 is representative of this pervasive attitude: “As for the footprints and claimed sightings of the sasquatch, these have occurred in well-populated regions in British Columbia, Alberta, Washington State, Oregon, and northern California. It is simply incredible that so many educated people, including professional zoologists and anthropologists, should have failed to produce any objective evidence that yetis or sasquatch do exist.” It seems that the majority of scientists are content to remain aloof, trivialize the probability of new discovery, or presume to discredit the witnesses and the evidence, leaving to others the search for the proof, the definitive type specimen. They passively challenge, “Show me the body.”

As might be expected, into this relative void of passivity has stepped the tabloid media, eager to exploit the public’s fascination with “monsters” and all things paranormal. The cult of the mysterious is a growth industry that mesmerizes the public, and is fraught with shades of pseudoscience and outright flim-flam. It seems that for many the tedium of everyday life in a technology-laden empirical world cannot be endured without an occasional whiff of the supernatural. Some will surely point to this book as yet another example of such exploitation. On the other hand, others have capitalized on the expansion of psuedoscience by commercializing an institutional skepticism. Behind a facade of critical thinking and objectivity, they set out to debunk anything and everything deemed unorthodox. Their object often appears to have more to do with selling books and magazine subscriptions than enlightening their readers about the diverse subjects they profess expertise in.

Unfortunately, the legitimate search for elusive animals has become embroiled in this mix of the mystical and pseudoscientific. Accounts of lake monsters and wildmen continue to be the stuff of sensational supermarket tabloids. Walk into a bookstore in search of reading material on Bigfoot and you will most often be directed to the occult section, somewhere between Bermuda triangle and crop circles. Few if any books on Bigfoot reside on the natural history shelves. The recent proliferation of television specials typically emphasizes the superficial aspects of the mystery rather than the substance behind the legend.

This peculiar situation amplifies the reluctance of conservative scientists to objectively consider the search for hidden animals, the field of cryptozoology. The challenge has been and continues to be to shift the reasonable questions of the existence and nature of these potentially unrecognized animals from the realm of the tabloid, squarely into the arena of zoological inquiry. Indeed, cryptozoology has gained increasing legitimacy in recent years. In January 1982, the founding meeting of the International Society of Cryptozoology was held in the Department of Vertebrate Zoology of the U.S. National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, in Washington, D.C. Directed by a board of recognized zoologists from various subdisciplines, the society began publishing a newsletter and a refereed journal, and hosted meetings providing a venue for the reporting of serious research into the existence of rumored animals. Richard Greenwell carried the operation of the society, most recently housed in the International Wildlife Museum in Tucson, Arizona. However, since Greenwell’s death in 2005, the future of the society is uncertain.

The unconventional discipline of cryptozoology received further acknowledgment when at the close of the twentieth century, the editor in chief of Scientific American prominently noted under the title, “Unexpected Thrills,” that “zoology has been rocked during this decade by the capture of several large mammal species, some new to science, others that had been thought extinct, including the Tibetan Riwoche horse and the Vietnamese Vu Quang ox. The pace of these discoveries is astonishing . . .”

In a somewhat different vein, i.e., paleontological, but with clear implications, is the steady accumulation of fossil finds providing a revised notion of the pattern of hominoid evolution and the recent survival of some species of ape and early human. For example, the revised dating of Homo erectus fossils from Ngandong, Java, suggest these hominins survived in Indonesia to sometime between 53,000 to 27,000 years ago, much later than previously thought, and were likely contemporaneous with modern Homo sapiens. It should come as little surprise then, to those who have acknowledged the apparent bushy pattern of hominin evolution that significant new discoveries remain to be made. However, even that intellectual concession can hardly forestall the excitement and wonder over the discovery of Homo floresiensis, a new species of hominin in the Pleistocene of Asia, which apparently stood a mere 1 m in height and has a cranial capacity of only 380 cm3. Even more intriguing is the geologic age of the find. The oldest remains date to 94,000 years ago, but some of the fossil material could be as young as 13,000 years old.

The holotype is a partial skeleton dubbed LB1 for the site of Liang Bua, a limestone cave on the island of Flores, in Indonesia. The partial skeleton exhibits a mosaic of primitive traits. The small skull is unquestionably that of a biped, with noticeably reduced facial height and projection. The orbits are large and rimmed above by arched brows. The forehead is sloping and the chin is receding. The lower extremity is well represented by a pelvis, thigh and leg bone and tibia. These are notably primitive and resemble those of australopithecines and early Homo. The shin bone or tibia is especially comparable to a chimpanzee in some features and distinct from modern humans. The crural index (ratio of leg to thigh length) is unexceptional at 84 percent. Nothing can be said about the relative length of the lower extremity since the vertebral column is insufficiently represented and the stature estimates were based on femur lengths for pygmy humans. The only insight into the upper limb comes from an unassociated and older radius. Although suggested to be proportional to the dimensions of the type specimen, the radius is substantially longer than human proportions would dictate. This prompted one commenter to speculate that Homo floresiensis was capable of an arm-swinging type of locomotion in the trees. After all, when sharing an island with giant carnivorous lizards, the ability to retreat to the tree tops might serve one well.

There are assumptions inherent to the working hypothesis that the inferred stature of LB1 is the result of insular dwarfism as proposed. To date there is no fossil evidence of full-sized Homo erectus or any other putative ancestor on the island. In fact there is meager morphological evidence that compellingly links LB1 to Homo erectus other than shared primitive traits and temporal proximity. Indeed very little formal discussion has been offered regarding the alternate hypothesis, which was acknowledged by researchers in press interviews, that Homo floresiensis arrived on the island alread small-bodied. Perhaps this is a small relic hominin with reduced prognathism, a trend towards megadontia, reduction or loss of third molars, molarization of the lower fourth premolar, exhibiting extensive dental wear suggestive of a coarse diet. While LB1 has been identified as a female on the tentative basis of pelvic morphology, no mention or discussion is made of the potential for sexual dimorphism in canines or body size in this new species. The former is potentially hinted at by the indication of a diastema between the upper incisors and canines in LB1; the latter might account for the disproportionate length of the unassociated radius, in which case speculations about arm swinging are premature.

The stature is estimated based on height correlations to femur length in human pygmies. This method assumes a priori humanlike limb proportions. It should also be considered that the hindlimb may be relatively short in relation to torso length, as is the case in australopithecines or pongids. The body mass estimate from the assumed humanlike stature (28.7 kg) is considerably less than the estimate based more directly on femur cross-sectional area (36 kg), a difference of about 25 percent. This suggests the possibility of a larger stature for LB1 or a quite robust nonhuman body build, or a combination of both. The larger mass estimate places the relative brain size well below that for Homo and within the range for australopithecines and chimpanzees. This raises questions about whether Homo floresiensis was responsible for the manufacture of the tools found at the site. Described as “miniature” artifacts by some press, subsequent reports cite expert suspicions that the tools are too large to be associated with the diminutive Homo floresiensis. It was reported that incomplete hand and foot skeletons were recovered, however these were not described. Perhaps the anatomy of these appendages will shed further light not only on tool-making capabilities, but also on the manner of its bipedalism.

It appears that assertions that Homo floresiensis falls firmly within the genus Homo are presently overstated and run counter to some current trends in the application of that nomen. The association of stone tools appears open to some question and should not serve as the linchpin in a case for bestowing human status on these otherwise primitive hominins. The numerous hyperboles about rewriting textbooks of human evolution or rethinking what it is to be human are vacuous, but that distraction should not diminish the significance of this find.

In an editorial column in Nature, Henry Gee, naturalist and senior editor, boldly explores the most obvious potential implication of this discovery—that the tales related by regional natives of little hairy people may indeed have a basis in fact. For centuries both natives and Europeans have reported encounters with a short, but powerful ape with a rather humanlike face that walks on its legs like a man. In Indonesia it is called the ebu gogo; in Sumatra and Malaya it is the sedapa or the orang pendek. The latter translates as “short man.” Gee suggests that in light of this discovery, efforts to search the jungles of Sumatra for the elusive orang pendek “can be viewed in a more serious light.” That the evidence demonstrates that Homo floresiensis survived until very recently “makes it more likely that stories of other mythical humanlike creatures such as yetis are founded on grains of truth.”

In the 1920s, interest in the ape-man of Sumatra was piqued by the report of a Mr. Van Herwaarden, who described an encounter with an orang pendek while hunting on the island of Palau Rimau. The creature stood 1.5 m in height, walked erect on two legs, with arms reaching to just above the knees, and was covered with dark hair excepting its face. In spite of its apish qualities, Van Herwaarden was afraid to shoot it because it otherwise looked so human. However, an ensuing series of misidentified bear tracks and hoaxed monkey corpses quashed any further serious consideration of the matter. In 1969, John McKinnon, a British naturalist observing Bornean orangutans, came across distinct humanlike footprints along a muddy trail. The prints were six inches long by four inches across and rather triangular in appearance. The toes looked quite human, as did the tapering heel, despite the remarkable shortness and breadth. McKinnon asked his boatman what made them, who promptly replied “batutut.” Named for its drawn out plaintiff call, the batutut was described as a type of ghost, a shy nocturnal creature about four feet tall, which walks upright like a man and has a long black mane. Later, in Malaya, McKinnon saw some casts of footprints even bigger than those he had seen in Borneo, but he recognized them as definitely having been made by the same animal, which there was called the orang pendek. These he compared closely to drawings and photos of similar footprints from Sumatra. Despite some similarities, he concluded that the footprints were too large to have been made by a sun bear.

Debbie Martyr, a journalist and conservationist, has pursued the orang pendek since 1989, even catching a fleeting glimpse of the furtive ape. Descriptions by Malayan natives are very consistent: 1–1.2 m in height, very strong with broad shoulders and long arms, short legs, covered with dark gray hair (or black flecked with gray), prominent arches over wide-set eyes, small mouth with broad central incisors and prominent canines.

Historian Caty Husbands has spent several years researching the island of Flores. She recorded accounts of contemporary interactions between the natives and the ebu gogo. She points out that if Homo floresiensis died out 13,000 years ago as has been suggested, then the stories of the ebu gogo illustrate the power of oral history. But if her insistent native informants are correct, then the creatures lived alongside humans until much more recently.

In spite of the accumulation of evidence Henry Gee notes complacency by science when dealing with the prospects of relic species of primates or even hominins. The purported evidence for the orang pendek, including footprints and hair samples that have defied identification, are now given greater credence in the wake of the discovery of Homo floresiensis, asserts Gee. It may turn out that the diversity of hominins was always high and might not have been entirely extinguished. Perhaps there is still room for yetis and their ilk on our ever-shrinking planet. “Now, cryptozoology, the study of such fabulous creatures, can come in from the cold,” Gee says.

Of course, it’s one thing to entertain the possibility of discovering new species in far-flung corners of the globe, but another matter to suggest that a large unknown ape may be lurking in one’s very own backyard. Is it actually so incredible to consider that an ape may exist in North America?
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Tsimshian ceremonial mask collected in northern British Columbia about 1914 by G.T. Emmons

Although field zoologists have long recognized the wealth of knowledge held by the indigenous peoples regarding the local animals, little attention has been afforded the traditional beliefs of Native Americans about sasquatch, except by cultural anthropologists, who chronicle the folklore and mythology of native societies. The first inhabitants of North America were aware of these creatures long before Columbus arrived. They depicted them in their art and ceremonies along with animals more commonly known to the western world. Ceremonial masks and totem figures depicting the wildman display surprisingly apelike features, considering there are no apes in North America to serve as models for these effigies—at least none recognized. Some of these are quite stylized, while still retaining common identifying features. One artifact that is exceptionally realistic is the Tsimshian monkey mask from northern British Columbia collected in the early 1900s. Housed in the Peabody Museum at Harvard University, it is described in the accompanying documentation as representing “a mythical being found in the woods and called today a monkey.” The artifact exhibits common anthropoid features, such as prominent brow, flat upturned nose, toothy grimace, and projecting chinless lower face. The only feature at odds with extant great apes is the lack of projecting canine teeth. Interestingly, the jaws of the presumed extinct Gigantopithecus, discussed in a later chapter, have relatively nonprojecting canines that wore even with the tooth row.

The motif depicted in the Tsimshian mask is repeated in prehistoric carved stone heads from the Columbia River Gorge. Owen C. Marsh first mentioned these in an address to the American Association for the Advancement of Science in 1877. He said, “Among many stone carvings which I saw there [Columbia River] were a number of heads, which so strongly resemble those of apes that the likeness at once suggests itself.” Another observer commented in 1886, “Where the Indians of this region obtained the idea of such perfect baboons [Author’s note: Historically, the term baboons referred generally to anthropoids, i.e., monkeys and apes.] is a mystery . . .” Renewed attention was directed to the heads by anthropologist Roderick Sprague, who discussed the heads and their potential significance at a conference on sasquatch held at the University of British Columbia.

The various tribes across North America have attached their own names to the entity. These names number more than sixty, but most generally make reference to a “wildman of the woods.” In the 1920s, Canadian journalist J.W. Burns coined the term sasquatch as a common denominator for the myriad of native names. Sasquatch derives directly from the word “sésquac.” The original word, in the Stó:lõ dialect of the Halkomelem language, is used by the Coast Salish Indians of the Fraser Valley and parts of Vancouver Island, British Columbia. Other names describe particular behaviors associated with the animal, such as eating clams or shaking trees, thus reinforcing the impression that the natives are describing an animal they have actually encountered, and of whose habits they have firsthand knowledge.

Early encounters between sasquatch and Europeans in America date to the 1800s. An example is found in a letter to the Antioch (California) Ledger, in 1870. A hunter recounted that upon returning to his camp, he repeatedly found the ashes and charred sticks from the campfire scattered about. The ground in camp was hard and no tracks were evident, but a search of the vicinity revealed a set of large barefoot tracks nearby. In order to discover the identity of the visitor, he remained nearby the next day. From a hidden vantage he sat, overlooking the camp. In his own words he said, “Suddenly, I was surprised by a shrill whistle, such as boys produce with two fingers under their tongues, and turning quickly, I ejaculated, ‘Good God!’ as I saw the object of my solicitude standing beside my fire, erect and looking suspiciously around. It was the image of a man, but it could not have been human. I was never so benumbed with astonishment before. The creature whatever it was stood fully five feet high and disproportionately broad and square at the fore shoulders, with arms of great length. The legs were very short and the body long. The head was small compared with the rest of the creature, and it appeared to be set upon the shoulders without a neck. The whole was covered with dark brown and cinnamon-colored hair, quite long on some parts, that on the head standing in a shock and growing down close to the eyes . . . As I looked he threw back his head and whistled again.”
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Cast of a 16-inch footprint and the footprint itself, photographed and cast by reporters from the Humboldt Times, at Bluff Creek, California, in 1958

Such reports were familiar to those frequenting the mountainous forest regions, but were not common knowledge elsewhere. In the late 1950s, however, public attention in the United States was galvanized when an unusual story captured the journalistic attention of the newspaper wire services. New roads were encroaching upon the remote forests of northern California. Apparently, bulldozers represented an object of curiosity to one particular resident creature, as abandoned campfires had been in the previous century. Occasional nighttime forays to investigate the previous day’s earth-moving activities were attested to by lines of tracks along the roadside and encircling the idle equipment. Construction workers dubbed the nocturnal visitor “Bigfoot,” for the oversized humanlike footprints it left in the freshly turned earth.

When a bulldozer operator named Gerald (Jerry) Crew, a man with a reputation for honesty and levelheadedness, showed up in town with a plaster cast of one of the 16-inch footprints, Bigfoot made headlines at home and across the country. Generally, scientists took little notice and made no serious efforts to investigate the reports. An exception was Ivan Sanderson, a noted zoologist and animal collector from New York. He examined the casts and discussed the California Bigfoot in his encyclopedic treatment of wildmen around the globe, Abominable Snowmen: Legend Come to Life. At first he was incredulous—“It is very well to have abominable creatures pounding over snow-covered passes in Nepal and Tibet. . . but a wildman with a 16-inch foot and a 50-inch stride tromping around California is a little too much to ask even Californians to accept.” However, based on the evidence, he concluded that an unrecognized animal was responsible for the footprints, although that judgement by him was not taken seriously in most quarters.

Even the seminal work of noted primatologist John Napier, another rare scientist who was willing to consider the evidence with an open mind, had little lasting impact on the academic community. After a review of a sample of the evidence, Napier drew a conclusion and revealed what contributes to the continued resistance to this proposition. He said, “One is forced to conclude that a manlike life-form of gigantic proportions is living at the present time in the wild areas of the northwestern United States and British Columbia. If I have given the impression that this conclusion is—to me—profoundly disturbing, then I have made my point. That such a creature should be alive and kicking in our midst, unrecognized and unclassifiable, is a profound blow to the credibility of modern anthropology.” These are the expressions of a few intrepid scientists who were willing to consider the possibilities in light of the data, while still wrestling with the implications of their interpretations and conclusions.

Are these reports more than just stories? Can the persistent and remarkably consistent accounts by eyewitnesses from all walks of life—experienced hunters, police officers, foresters, park rangers, wildlife biologists, and field geologists, to name but a few—simply be dismissed out of hand as the product of mass hysteria or delusion? Do mere “stories” lay down tracks, shed hair, void scat, or leave sign of foraging? It is one thing to casually dismiss a report from the security and comfort of one’s armchair. It is quite another thing to look into the face of an experienced outdoorsman and tell him he is mistaken or worse yet, a liar. It is yet another matter, a betrayal of scientific principles, to decline to examine and consider the evidence because after all, such creatures as the sasquatch “cannot exist, therefore they do not exist,” so why be bothered with questionable “evidence.” And yet, such is the atmosphere that has prevailed in scientific circles.

However, my sense is that, of late, conditions and a few attitudes have noticeably shifted. Open expressions of support and encouragement from some prominent researchers, not least among them the likes of George Schaller, cannot be idly dismissed by serious and informed scientists, let alone armchair skeptics. It seems that several factors may have contributed to this shift. First, a great deal has been learned about the fossil record of human evolution. There is a new outlook on the adaptive role of bipedalism, or the habit of walking on two feet, that no longer simply equates bipedalism with humanness. Second, the pioneering efforts over the past several decades of dedicated naturalists and field primatologists such as George Schaller, Jane Goodall, Dian Fossey, and Biruté Galdikas, and many more that have carried on their legacy, have yielded a clearer understanding of the natural behavior and diversity of the known great apes. Third, a new generation of anthropologists and zoologists has grown up with the contemporary notion of sasquatch (even explicit discussion of it in some widely used anthropology texts), rather than having had it dropped abruptly into their unsuspecting laps. Shifts in paradigms, regardless of the evidence at hand, frequently require the rolling over of a generation in order to take root in acceptance.

Whether it exists in reality or not, the sasquatch has certainly become a part of the North American landscape, both culturally and scientifically. Bigfoot and sasquatch are the symbol of monster trucks and hockey teams; they sell everything from pizza to athletic shoes. Witnesses are less afraid of ridicule should they decide to share their encounters with others. The question of its existence and place among primates has been discussed at professional conferences and exhibited in the halls of prominent museums. A growing number of scientists no longer perceive the sasquatch as such an extraordinary possibility. For some, it boils down to a question of the probability or likelihood that such an animal could exist unconfirmed at this time in this place.

Here, in this book, the plausibility and probability of a North American ape has been put to the test of science as never before. Diverse evidence has been and continues to be scrutinized by experts from varied scientific disciplines: paleontologists, primatologists, anthropologists, forensic examiners, image analysts, biomechanists, naturalists, trackers, animators, kinesiologists, statisticians, and molecular biologists. These experts have applied their skills to objectively evaluate the available data and have drawn their own conclusions about the evidence. What has been revealed, and are the conclusions sufficient to give pause to the skeptics, or to the believers? Find out as the legend of sasquatch meets science.
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WOODEN FEET AND FUR SUITS:
RAY WALLACE AT BLUFF CREEK

 

The phone rang, interrupting my grading of term papers. A voice introduced himself as Bob Young, a staff reporter for the Seattle Times. He was writing an obituary for Mr. Ray Wallace, who passed away on November 26, 2002, in Centralia, Washington. I recognized the name. Wallace had been the contractor on the Bluff Creek road job in Humboldt County, California, back in 1958. His brother Wilbur was the foreman. After enormous humanlike footprints began turning up intermittently at the construction site, one of the seasoned Caterpillar operators, Jerry Crew, cut an outline of the footprint from a piece of cardboard and took it into town to the local taxidermist and tracker, Bob Titmus. Titmus could not identify what had made the track, but supplied Crew with instructions and materials to create a cast of a footprint using plaster. When Crew returned with a clear cast over 16 inches long, he and it were featured on the front page of the Humboldt Times and the story was picked up by the wire services. “Bigfoot,” as the mysterious track-maker was dubbed, became a household word—an all-American version of the recently popularized Abominable Snowman, or yeti of the Himalayas.
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Catskinner Jerry Crew holding cast of a 16-inch footprint found around his Caterpillar at the Bluff Creek road construction site in October 1958 (Courtesy of Humboldt Times)

Ray Wallace was something of a colorful character and was known as a practical joker and “prankster.” If the sensational footprints were hoaxes, it was generally assumed that Wallace was likely behind it. In fact, the local county sheriff openly accused him of it, even though Wallace was out of the region at another job site when the footprints first turned up. When he returned Wallace was reportedly incensed by the accusation and vigorously denied the charge. “Who knows anyone foolish enough to ruin his own business, man?” Wallace retorted. Reportedly fifteen men had quit their jobs after the discovery of the giant footprints. “I’ve got three tractors sitting up there without operators, man, and the brush-cutting crew has all quit. It just doesn’t make sense.”

Given the remote location, the recurring enormous tracks were a bit unnerving, even for the intrepid road crew. When Wilbur “Shorty” Wallace, Ray’s brother, reported finding heavy equipment moved about, 50-gallon drums of diesel fuel, 700-lb spare tires, large steel culverts, tossed about without explanation other than the associated giant footprints, the crew became even more disconcerted. Was Shorty just having fun with the men? Ed Patrick didn’t think that was the case. He described to me a curious incident. It seems the large steel culverts were delivered to the site in fours, bundled with heavy gauge wire cable about [image: f0056-01] of an inch thick. When the cable was cut loose it was coiled up and bundled, weighing over 100 lbs and left lying until it could be hauled away. Patrick and Titmus were scouting for sign of the track-maker up the mountain above the construction camp when they came upon one of these unwieldy bundles of cable, which had been carried a considerable distance up the mountainside off-road. Patrick, who was initially skeptical about the whole affair, couldn’t imagine why anyone would have hauled that heavy bundle through rough steep terrain to such an out-of-the-way location, even if someone were capable of doing it.

If this were just a prank, why would the Wallace brothers intentionally or otherwise sabotage their own operation? One former logger, John Auman, suggested that Wallace planted the giant footprints around construction equipment to scare thieves away. “If your rig was parked overnight, you might as well figure it would have no tires in the morning,” Auman said. “That’s why this all started.” When the prank attracted national attention, Wallace kept his role to himself, Auman speculated, concerned he’d get in trouble with the sheriff. Auman acknowledged, “He didn’t say he done it, but I knew he did.” Curious logic, since a thief would hardly notice the footprints at night. Ed Schillinger, a stake setter on the work site, said some men lived in camp at the site and there was always someone there, nights and weekends. It was more than an hour’s drive over the mountain on a precarious dirt road to get to the site and there was only one way in and out. Thieves or hoaxers would have to go right through the camp to get to the construction site where the tracks were made. And if the ploy was directed at the thieves, why was the crew left unawares, resulting in more than a few being scared off the job? And wouldn’t Wallace expect the cooperation of the sheriff in the prevention of acts of larceny that threatened the completion of his contract?
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Examples of Ray Wallace’s hoaxed Bigfoot footprints and spherical stones (geodes) that he claimed were fashioned by Bigfoot to dispatch game (Courtesy of Rick Noll)

It has also been suggested that the hoaxing was actually about having a great excuse for failing to fulfill the contract. Loren Coleman says it might have been a case of “Bigfootgate.” The subcontracted work had apparently fallen behind schedule and perhaps if Wallace could show that he could not keep a full crew on site then he could obtain an extension. In the end the Wallace brothers abandoned the contract and reportedly lost a sizable sum. In a letter, Ray claimed to have lost $40,000 on that road job as a result of the incidents.

Wallace himself offered a different rationale for his alleged footprint hoaxing. Loren Coleman relates that a letter from Wallace explained that when bear hunters with hounds began hunting for Bigfoot, Wallace became concerned for the big guy’s welfare. He told the hunters he had made those tracks, but when he couldn’t produce the fake feet, the hunters continued their search. He determined that he would have to get some wooden feet from a friend of his (Rant Mullens) who was particularly handy with a broad axe. He paid fifty dollars for a pair of carved feet. However, Michael Dennett, a contributor to the Skeptical Inquirer, reported that according to Mullens, the first set of carved feet he supplied to Wallace were made in 1969, nearly eleven years after the events at the Bluff Creek construction site. When he showed these to the hunters, they reported him to the Humboldt County sheriff. Wallace goes on in the letter to give the reason for his concern for Bigfoot—he was eager to follow the giant to the lost gold mines he claimed that Bigfoot guarded!

Wallace eventually moved away from Humboldt County and resumed residence in Toledo, Washington, the area where he and his brothers came from. For the next forty-four years Wallace was on the fringe of the Bigfoot “community,” hawking ridiculous facsimiles of Bigfoot footprint casts, bales of “Bigfoot hair,” recordings of Bigfoot sounds, and even photos and films of Bigfoot. He had spherical stones supposedly fashioned by Bigfoot for use as missiles to kill game. When Texas oil millionaire Tom Slick turned his attention from the Himalayas to the wilderness around Bluff Creek, Wallace claimed he had captured a Bigfoot, but then could not produce it once a serious offer was made. His outlandish claims and antics were not taken seriously either by the local populace or by the earnest investigators of the mystery. In later years skeptics would point to Wallace as the ultimate source of the Bigfoot phenomenon and would pronounce his marginalization by serious investigators as a sign of shoddy, or even dishonest scholarship.

According to the Seattle Times reporter, since Wallace’s passing, the surviving family had now come clean, hoping to set the record straight. Wishing to spare the “Bigfoot hunters” further embarrassment, they acknowledged that, while it had all been in good fun, Ray Wallace had indeed created the legend of Bigfoot by donning a simple pair of wooden feet, carved by Rant Mullens, and stomping enormous tracks in the freshly turned earth at the Bluff Creek construction site. They went on to assert that he had also laid down spurious tracks throughout the Pacific Northwest during his travels. Todd McKinley, a great-nephew, told reporters that numerous sets of fake feet were used to plant footprints widely. “They’ve left tracks all over the Northwest,” McKinley said. “I don’t know how much they did in Oregon. They’ve been everywhere with them, and that spanned twenty, thirty years.” Reportedly, Great Uncle Ray recruited various nephews to help sow the tracks throughout western forests. What presumably began as a mere joke took on a life of its own; consequently they wanted to set things right. Ray Wallace was Bigfoot, and now Bigfoot was dead—simple as that, according to the Wallaces.

This theory was hardly news. Two decades earlier Rant Mullens himself confessed that he had started the legend of the giant hairy apes of Mt. St. Helens, in the Cascade Mountains of southern Washington, as a young forest ranger with a penchant for practical jokes. He carved his first pair of enormous feet out of slabs of wood in 1928, followed by several more sets. According to Mullens, there were some bootleggers or some kind of outlaw types in the region and the phony tracks were intended to scare them off. Then some friends of his used the carved feet to leave tracks elsewhere in Washington and Oregon that were attributed to Bigfoot. Mullens lost track of the feet until reclaiming them some twenty years later. It was later still that Ray Wallace bought a pair of feet from Mullens and eventually obtained the remaining feet, a disputed transaction that led to an ongoing feud between the two men.
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Rant Mullens displaying a pair of crudely carved feet (Associated Press)

For all his whittling skills, Mullens’s carved feet are primitive, to say the least. They are flat and blockish, with squared-off toes and heels. Even Wallace observed, “Those things wouldn’t fool anybody. Some of the smartest people in the world study Bigfoot, and Rant’s feet are almost like square blocks. I’ve seen thousands of Bigfoot tracks and they don’t look anything like Rant’s feet. I’ve got plaster casts of Bigfoot tracks myself. I’ve even got the tracks the babies make. They’re the real thing. There’s no point trying to fool the scientists.” And yet the plaster casts that Wallace claims are the “real thing” haven’t fooled anybody either. Although they are less blockish than Mullens’s, they still are crude stylized attempts to represent a giant foot. Wallace’s casts appear stilted and rigid, with no real resemblance to an animated footprint. With minor variations they are stereotyped size-graded clones of one another.

Ray Wallace is connected to all this in only two ways that have been established: First, the men who first reported the tracks to the press were in his employ; and second, the events at Bluff Creek started him on his long career of producing and trying to sell crudely faked track casts and bogus photos, and telling outrageous whoppers about his adventures with Bigfoot, mainly after he had moved back to Toledo, Washington.

Returning to that Seattle Times reporter, Young asked me for my reaction to the revelation by the Wallace family that Ray was responsible for the footprints of Bigfoot at Bluff Creek. My response was simple—where are the carved feet? I was by then very familiar with the various tracks from Bluff Creek, including the cast made by Jerry Crew that the Wallaces were alleging marked the beginning of the Bigfoot prank. I had examined numerous photographs of the original cast and even had a duplicate of the cast in my lab, courtesy of Bob Titmus. I also owned a rare copy of a cast of the same individual made by Roger Patterson in 1964, on Bluff Creek above Notice Creek, which exhibited telling variations from the Crew cast. I had spent several days with John Green, Canadian journalist, author, and longtime associate of Bob Titmus, examining and documenting Titmus’s cast collection before its transfer to the Willow Creek Museum after his death. Among these were other casts of the same 16-inch individual from the hamlet of Hyampom in 1963. This most impressive assemblage of original casts resulted from Titmus’s investigation of the footprints from Bluff Creek and surrounding environs. Some of these were found in remote locations, well removed from the construction site. I had also examined John Green’s photographs of the long lines of tracks along the Blue Creek Mountain Road taken in 1967, perhaps the best-documented incident on record. Don Abbott, archaeologist at the Vancouver Museum, also took important photos of these tracks. If the Wallaces had the carved feet they claimed were responsible for the footprints cast by Crew and Titmus and others at Bluff Creek, it would be an easy exercise to confirm or refute it simply by juxtaposing their fake feet with the footprint casts. Without the feet, their claim was as hollow as any other of Ray Wallace’s outlandish yarns.

In addition, I was already familiar with examples of Ray Wallace’s casts from news photos of his collections, and from other pictures taken by investigators who had long ago looked into the matter and dismissed it. They were transparent fakes, the product of carved static models that bore no dynamic qualities whatsoever. A characteristic feature that was something of a Wallace “trademark” was a broad, sometimes bulbous forefoot demarcated by an exaggerated imitation of a flexion crease that appeared in some of the original Bluff Creek tracks. In the smaller Wallace casts this crease separates the forefoot from the hindfoot; in the larger casts, this crease splits the ball in two. All of Wallace’s casts that I had seen had a very stereotypical appearance and none of them could have been responsible for the 16-inch footprints cast and preserved by Crew.

The Seattle Times reporter had not seen the carved wooden feet in question, but he had been assured that they did exist and he was sending a photographer, Dave Rubert, over to shoot them. The resulting photos were very revealing to me, but this had no apparent impact on the reporter’s blanket acceptance of the Wallaces’ claims. The carved feet were very flat and rough-hewn, with rather sharp edges, especially about the toes. The big toe was simply a broad rectangle, and the triangular little toe of the right foot was not even fully separated from the fourth toe. There were no toe stems evident whatsoever; instead the toe pads were separated from the sole by a wide featureless furrow. The most obvious revelation was that the carved feet were only 15 inches in length and relatively narrow. Crew’s cast was of a footprint over 16 inches, nearly 17 inches long and 7 inches wide. It should have been plainly obvious that these carved feet had nothing to do with the documented footprints discovered at the California construction site or any other documented location in the Pacific Northwest.

[image: f0061-01]

Comparison of the Wallace carved foot (center) with the 17-inch cast (left) made by Jerry Crew at the construction site in 1958 and a 15-inch cast (right) of footprints found by Bob Titmus on a sandbar near Bluff Creek the same year. The carved foot does not match the Crew cast but is a crude facsimile, most likely made in imitation of the Titmus cast. (Courtesy of Rick Noll and Dave Rubert)

The spotlighted carved feet do bear some resemblances to the numerous Wallace “casts,” such as the bulbous forefoot and pronounced split ball, but also displayed some differing traits. For example, the toe row is arranged along an arc rather than a straight edge. The proportions of the foot are more reasonable. What was the inspiration for the subtle departures from the Wallace signature stereotype?

[image: f0062-01]

Comparison of the Wallace carved foot (on the left of each pair) to a series of casts from the Bluff Creek region all depicted scaled to same length. Cast in the lower right is from Terrace, British Columbia. The Wallace carving does not match any of the casts. (Courtesy of Bill Miller)

It seems that the carved feet do bear a resemblance to some of the 15-inch footprints that had been found and cast by Bob Titmus on a number of occasions, and also to the well-documented tracks on the Blue Creek Mountain Road, investigated by Green and Dahinden. Titmus had duplicated a pair of deep and distinct 15-inch tracks left in firm sand, and also the larger Jerry Crew cast. In the process he had smoothed them over with clay to facilitate the molding process. This gave the duplicates a slightly blockier and less natural appearance in contrast to the originals I had examined closely. Titmus had distributed a number of copies of these duplicate casts to interested individuals and they were available. Ray’s brother, Wilbur “Shorty” Wallace, presented Green with a Titmus duplicate of the Crew cast. He or Ray could very well have had a copy of the Titmus 15-inch cast as well. Could this have been the source of inspiration for the novel carved feet, clearly distinct from the classic Wallace stereotype, only unveiled years after the fact by the later Wallaces?

The resemblance of the carvings to the 15-inch casts is clear but actually fairly superficial. Closer examination reveals the wooden carvings are rather crude copies of the 15-inch casts. John Green has examined and photographed as many of the original 15-inch footprints as anyone. The stretch of tracks along the road on Blue Creek Mountain was laid in fine dust and those numerous prints were exceptionally clear. He noted a number of details that distinguish them from the Wallace’s carved wooden feet. First, “being rigid it [the fake foot] cannot change its width when weight comes on it, so it cannot make a clear print wider than itself, but compared to almost all of the 15-inch prints I have casts or pictures of, it is too narrow in relation to its length. That, in spite of the fact that the length of the toes [of the wooden feet] is the shortest of any. Second, it is not sufficiently curvaceous. The living foot can make a print narrower and straighter than itself, but the wooden foot cannot do the opposite. Third, it could not conceivably make a wide straight groove between the toes and the ball [as occurs when the toes are flexed]. Check the picture, which is on the cover of my first printing [On the Track of the Sasquatch]. Fourth, the rounding of the heel itself is not symmetrical. All the others are, including the narrow print that shows only four toes, which is otherwise the closest match to the carving.”

In fact, the wooden feet don’t accurately match any of the casts they have been compared to. Coleman points out that Steve Matthes, a member of Tom Slick’s Pacific Northwest Expedition, declared 15-inch tracks he found deeply impressed in a sandbar along Bluff Creek in I960 to be fakes. Coleman asserts these casts to be a match to the Wallace’s carved wooden feet and therefore concludes that, “Yes, Wallace appears to have placed prank footprints near some of his California work sites from 1958 through the 1960s.” The problem is—the Matthes cast does not match the publicized Wallace carved feet, but the Matthes cast is a reasonable match to the Titmus 15-inch casts.

[image: f0063-01]

Comparison of the Wallace carved foot (left) and another cast of the 16-inch track discovered at the Bluff Creek construction site. Note the 16-inch foot stepped on and conformed to a stick.

It seems apparent now that the Wallace family was unaware that the pair of carved feet they revealed to the press did not match the original 16-inch footprints cast by Jerry Crew, contrary to their repeated claims. One has simply to look at a picture of the Crew cast alongside the carved foot to realize that the latter could not have produced the former. Furthermore, the imprint of a fair-sized rock protrudes into the original cast along the inside edge of the foot. A rigid wooden foot could not mold around an obstruction like that. It would either high-center the fake foot or be pressed below the level of the imprint. The tracks of this larger individual were observed and cast repeatedly by different individuals and exhibit obvious variations consistent with an animated foot, rather than a rigid fake foot. Additional sets of carved feet are claimed to exist, but my requests to examine and photodocument them were denied.

Another fundamental issue remains—how were such crude devices supposedly used to produce hoax footprints convincing to professional trackers and scientists? Could the Wallaces provide a compelling demonstration of how the carved feet were employed to make the tracks that were impressed sometimes an inch or more into firm wet sand? Apparently the media at large felt no obligation to require such a demonstration. The carved feet had simple leather straps attached to their backs and would be worn like primitive snowshoes. However, a snowshoe’s ability to reduce pressure on the ground was precisely the effect wearing the enlarged feet would have on the tracks. They would hardly make an impression except in fine dust or wet mud. One reporter for a national news program appeared on screen wearing the fake feet during his story. Standing in wet mud, he attempted to stomp some tracks. To his obvious discomfiture, he could hardly shuffle a step or two as the wet mud sucked onto his disproportionate and stiff fake feet, nearly causing him to pitch over. The mud awkwardly caked onto the wooden feet and the resulting footprints could hardly be distinguished from any other rut or pothole.

Incidentally, examples of the larger l6-inch footprints were examined and cast by Dr. Maurice Tripp, a geologist and geophysicist from San Jose. Tripp’s engineering studies of the soil properties and depth of the footprint, which he cast, show the weight of the owner to be more than 800 lbs. In his estimation the tracks were very credible. “It would be difficult to fraudulently prepare hundreds of such tracks overnight—particularly in the type of country in which they were found,” he observed.

What about the impressive strides associated with the footprints found at Bluff Creek with a step length of 50-60 inches? The family maintains that the elder Wallace would be pulled along holding onto the tailgate of a slow moving pickup truck in order to accomplish the impressive step length. When challenged to demonstrate this by an exceptionally inquisitive reporter, one of the Wallaces donned the feet and latched onto the tailgate. After a mere step or two, one of the feet came lose and fell off and the Wallace himself nearly tumbled, hanging onto the truck for all he was worth. This escapade was filmed and aired on local television, but obviously didn’t receive wide coverage. The conclusion was obvious—it seems the footprint hoaxing enterprise is much easier said than done.
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Tracks discovered along Bluff Creek in October 1963 and cast by Al Hodgson (Courtesy of Al Hodgson)
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Tracks discovered on the Blue Creek Mountain Road in September 1967 and cast by John Green (Courtesy of John Green)

Of course, even if it could be accomplished on a level road, this method could definitely not account for the tracks that marched up and down steep hillsides, presumably in the dark of night. John Green investigated a long line of tracks that generally followed a roadbed while meandering up and down the steep brush-covered banks along the road. The tracks Crew witnessed approached the construction site straight down a steep incline of about 75 degrees. Coming down the incline the track-maker had dug in its heels to purchase more secure footing. Just imagine yourself wearing poorly harnessed snowshoes while traipsing in the dark through heavy brush on steep hillsides. It was rumored that Wallace had somehow rigged logging cables and a spar tree to hoist concrete-weighted feet up and down the hillsides. Never mind that the original claim is that the hoaxing was accomplished merely with strap-on wooden feet. The problem is that such a high-lead apparatus requires heavy equipment, including a noisy diesel engine that eats fuel, and inch-thick steel cables. It would likely require at least five men to operate, relying on hand signals that would be impossible to see in the dark. Such equipment is dangerous to operate under the best of conditions, let alone at night. Wallace knew the risks all too well through personal experience. The simple fact remains, there was no high-lead logging operation on the Bluff Creek construction site. Al Hodgson, the proprietor of the hardware store in Willow Creek, spoke to a member of the road crew on Blue Creek Mountain, who said he was the last one to leave at night and the first to return in the morning, and the tracks appeared overnight while he was gone.

So incensed by the cheek of the Wallaces’ claim was John Green that he backed the Willow Creek Museum in offering a reward of $100,000 to anyone who could convincingly demonstrate how the Bluff Creek tracks were faked with the Wallaces’ carved wooden feet, or by any other method employing means available at that time, nearly half a century ago. Dismissed by some as simply a publicity stunt, the challenge and the monetary reward were and are indeed genuine. Green had personally examined many of the footprints in the ground, including on the nearby Blue Creek Mountain Road and along Bluff Creek itself. Of one occasion he said, “We counted six hundred tracks at Bluff Creek one day in 1967. They showed great variation. The idea that they all could have been made by one carved foot is just nonsense.” The challenge stipulates some specific conditions: the tracks must traverse a wide range of terrain, including up and down steep inclines, exhibit variation in shape, toe position, and stride length, sink into ground where human tracks barely leave a mark, be made quietly at night, in areas inaccessible by vehicle—i.e., the conditions of the original Bluff Creek tracks. These conditions are perfectly reasonable to anyone familiar with the primary evidence. To date no one, including the Wallaces, has stepped up to claim the prize.

Ray’s son Michael told the Seattle Times, “Ray L. Wallace was Bigfoot. The reality is, Bigfoot just died.” The article spawned a veritable media frenzy and a demonstration of some of the sloppiest and downright unscrupulous journalism. The story was passed along like a message in that old party game—telegraph. Each successive iteration of the story glossed over some fact, or embellished some unsubstantiated innuendo. Perhaps the most egregious misconduct was by New York Times reporter Timothy Egan. Egan at least gave the appearance of doing some serious research into the evidence behind the story, interviewing me, Dr. Henner Fahrenbach, and Dr. Matthew Johnson. After a lengthy telephone interview with me, in which I explained a great deal about the media’s misrepresentation of the Wallaces’ claims, the straightforward lack of congruence between their carved feet and the original Bluff Creek tracks, and the ridiculous photos and films produced by Ray Wallace, Egan simply rehearsed the same inaccurate story, and, in the process, misrepresented my comments and attributed statements to me that I never made, as well as my colleagues. He went on to label me and any other serious academics involved in the subject as “true believers,” even suggesting that we had an “academic investment” in the matter and, therefore, were prone to “scholarly bias.” The New York Times president, editor in chief, news editor, and editorial page editor were unanimously unresponsive to letters of objection.
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Casts of the 13-inch (left) and 15-inch (right) tracks on Blue Creek Mountain Road in September 1967

A contentious point of the ongoing distortion was what if any role Ray Wallace played in the Patterson-Gimlin film taken in 1967. He claimed to have taken numerous photos and thousands of feet of film of Bigfoot. On at least one occasion he convinced his wife, Elna, to don a gorilla costume so he could film her. “I was Mrs. Bigfoot,” she told reporters with a sheepish grin. But rather than show Ray’s ridiculously transparent monster costume, the television news repeatedly chose to cut to a clip of the Patterson-Gimlin film to illustrate his claim. To the uninformed the Patterson-Gimlin film became Wallace’s film with Mrs. Wallace in the obviously female costume. Mark Chorvinsky played up the association, claiming the Wallaces’ admission created profound doubts about the Patterson-Gimlin film. After all, Chorvinsky pointed out, Wallace told Patterson where to go to get a film of Bigfoot. “Ray told me that the Patterson film was a hoax, and he knew who was in the suit,” Chorvinsky said. In fact, Wallace asserted it was in the region of Onion Lake (miles from the film site), that it was accessible only by trail (there was actually a logging road close by), that it was near a large boulder (no such landmark). It is clear from what Wallace claimed to have told Patterson about the spot to film Bigfoot that he had no idea where the film was shot. Wallace was a bit more specific in an interview with natural history writer Robert Pyle when he said, “I know exactly which Yakima Indian was in that monkey suit,” presumably a reference to Bob Gimlin.

Michael Wallace, Ray’s son and family spokesman, told reporters that his father called the Patterson-Gimlin film “a fake,” but maintained that Ray had nothing to do with it. Not all Wallace family members were consistent on this point however, and some were confident that Ray was somehow responsible for the incident. Soon the press had so conflated the story that it was being stated outright that the most intriguing photographic evidence for Bigfoot’s existence was just another of Wallace’s pranks. Eventually, John Hubbell, staff writer for the San Francisco Chronicle, attributed to Michael Wallace a comment that the Patterson-Gimlin film “may only be his obliging mother wearing a monkey suit.” Stuart Hunter of the Province (Vancouver, B.C.) wrote, “Wallace continued the prank for years, culminating in the Patterson-Gimlin 16-mm film footage of an apelike creature walking through a clearing. He told cinematographer-rodeo rider Roger Patterson and Bob Gimlin where to go to spot the creature, which was his wife inside a gorilla suit in the short clip that has withstood independent scrutiny.” When the story crossed the Atlantic, the Telegraph reported, “The most famous evidence for Bigfoot’s existence, the so-called Patterson film, a grainy, cinefilm image of an erect apelike creature, was taken by Roger Patterson, a rodeo rider, in 1967. It was another of Mr. Wallace’s fakes, the family said—he told Mr. Patterson where to go to spot the creature and knew who had been inside the suit.” The simple acceptance of this unlikely scenario was dramatically demonstrated when I presented a poster at the 2003 meetings of the American Association of Physical Anthropologists on the nature of hominid bipedalism, and illustrated a point with casts of sasquatch tracks and clips from the Patterson-Gimlin film. Repeatedly, my colleagues would interject a comment like “But, I read or heard that the film was shown to be a hoax by some guy with carved wooden feet,” or “It was just somebody’s wife in a fur suit.” Such was the general lack of appreciation of the basic facts of the matter.

I personally contacted Michael Wallace, who was acting as the family spokesperson and who, by the way, wasn’t even around in 1958. I was trying to arrange for an opportunity to examine firsthand and properly document the wooden feet that had caused such a commotion. It would presumably be a straightforward exercise to determine which, if any, of the documented Bluff Creek tracks were produced by the Wallaces’ carved feet. Wallace was respectful and seemingly sympathetic to my academic request but explained that the family had been quite inundated since the media hysteria and needed time to let the dust settle. He seemed quite sincere in his belief that his father was responsible for hoaxing the original footprints, although it was based merely on an unspoken assumption, since his father never declared during his lifetime to have faked the footprints, other than when he stated that he had tried to throw the hunters off Bigfoot’s trail by claiming he had faked the footprints with carved feet. He also distinctly reaffirmed no knowledge of any involvement by his father with the Patterson-Gimlin film and that he had no basis on that account for concluding whether the film was hoaxed or genuine. In the course of the brief conversation, it eventually became clear that a book and possible movie deal were in the works. Subsequently, TLP productions announced they had purchased the rights to the life story of Ray Wallace. “Initially it was just a funny story in the New York Times, but the more we learned about Ray, and the ingenious way he captured people’s imagination and manipulated the mass media, we knew we had to tell his story,” said actor Judge Reinhold. “It’s Ray’s young son’s discovery that his father is Bigfoot, set against the mystery and enchantment of the Northwest woods.”

A charming premise to be sure, but shouldn’t the world also know what Ray Wallace has said of some of his other “achievements”? Numerous outlandish claims were made in written correspondence to John Green. For example, he claimed to routinely feed a tame Bigfoot apples from his pickup truck window; to have over three hours of film footage of a Bigfoot; that he had been interviewed extensively by government officials who believed the creatures were dropped off by UFOs; to know of lost gold mines that were inhabited by Bigfoots; that Bigfoot skeletons were being sold to Pentagon officials; and that he had captured two Bigfoots, only to have them escape.

It is ironic that Wallace probably had only one successful hoax. He posthumously hoaxed virtually the entire media into believing that he was solely responsible for Bigfoot. He wasn’t successful at hoaxing Bigfoot researchers and thus left his family with a lot of worthless artifacts—silly films, hokey casts, and some crude wooden feet. Perhaps the only way his family could get some value from the stuff was by attaching a big story to it. But, if that was the aim, it could only have been realized if the media could be convinced of it, without checking too closely into the basic facts and evidence. Allowing experts to closely examine and document the carved feet or the alleged method of planting the tracks would potentially compromise the story and jeopardize the movie and book deals on the table. Whatever the Wallaces’ motivation, the story provides the armchair skeptic with a simplistic explanation for a complex and vexing phenomenon. How is it that the word of a well-known spinner of yarns, if not outright liar, is accepted as gospel, and the accounts of hundreds of credible eye-witnesses who have seen such a primate are dismissed, even when their testimonies are corroborated by footprints, hair, and scat? When it comes to the media’s gullibility, it seems that Wallace had the last laugh.
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