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To my clan of Packards.

We each have our stories to tell and we’re family.

I hope we never forget it.
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INTRODUCTION

MAINE IS well known for its natural beauty. People come from around the world to experience the wildlife, forests, and coastlines of Maine, but few know of its richness in wonderous and magical creatures as well. Many of these mysterious creatures are well known to the Native Americans and have been here for millennia. Some arrived with the French and English settlers, while others were discovered more recently by people who work, play, and live outdoors. While this book is a field guide centered on Maine, the creatures’ ranges extend well beyond the state—some even across the country. This guide will also be especially useful to anyone in New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Southeast Quebec, and the waters that surround them.

This book is a guide to both truth and story. The creatures described here do not just exist in myth and legend—they really exist if you know how to see them. Throughout human history, our world has always been populated with wondrous creatures; they are there for those with the desire and patience to find them. But today, in our own busy-ness, we usually miss these opportunities and never meet the wondrous beings that share our world. Most of the creatures found in these pages were far more familiar when life was slower and less full of distractions.

Today, it is difficult to imagine a world where people would spend enough time in wilderness to get to know the wondrous things that live there. But imagine Maine in the 1800s. It was a place of unbroken wilderness and no electricity, a place where rivers and railroads were the best highways. In the 1800s, cities had just begun to spring up, and Bangor was one of the richest cities in North America. Maine’s wealth was fueled by the resources of the forest and the sea. It was here that the French, British, and Native American Wabanaki peoples lived and shared their stories together. They were all lumbermen, river drivers, guides, trappers, market hunters, sailors, fishermen, and gum pickers who made their living from the land. These were the people who had the time to discover strange creatures and share stories of them with each other around a fire.

But times have changed; our young nation has always been in a hurry to grow up. We move fast, and some of what we had is now lost, like Maine’s wolves, mountain lions, and caribou, as well as our mighty American elm and chestnut trees. If we don’t take the time to discover and preserve the creatures described in these pages, they will be gone forever. In fact, some may already be lost—beyond recovery.

Many of the fabulous creatures in these pages were best known to lumbermen. When the easy-to-harvest wood was gone, the lumber camps and their stories went west, following Paul Bunyan’s trail into new, uncut forests. To each new place lumbermen brought some of the creatures they had already discovered while also finding a new set of unlikely critters. Creatures of the lumberwoods are born of strength and humor. They are known to folklorists as “fearsome critters.” In some ways, these critters are a personification of the adversity the lumberjacks faced in the forests they were cutting. Today the critters of the lumberwoods are as endangered as Maine’s Atlantic salmon. It is my intention to save them all and to bring them back if I can.

In some of the more remote parts of Maine, these creatures and their stories still flourish. They have been kept alive by the guides and woodsmen whose families have been there since the nineteenth century. They are perhaps less fearsome now and instead funnier and more mysterious, not because the forest has been tamed, but perhaps because our relationship with it is changing. My family is living proof of their survival. I spent my childhood summers chasing sidehill gougers, peltin thumpers, wedge-ledge chompers, freshwater tree squeaks, and occasionally a will o’ the wisp or little person through the forests and hills around Sebec Lake in central Maine. The ice fishing community seems to have kept alive some fearsome critters as well. While investigating the snow snake, it was heartening to learn about a newly discovered fearsome critter they have found called the ice hornet.

My original intent in writing this book was only to include fearsome critters and Old World immigrant creatures, like sea serpents, lutins, mermaids, and the werewolves known as loup garou. But as I found more and more connections and hybridizations between these and native Wabanaki creatures, I found it impossible to leave them out. The Wabanaki are a Native American confederacy of five separate nations all belonging to the Algonquin language and cultural group. From north to south along the Atlantic Coast, these include the Micmac and the Maliseet in southeastern Canada, as well as the Passamaquoddy, Penobscot, and Abenaki of northern New England. Historically their territory included the area from the St. Lawrence River west to Lake Champlain and south to the Merrimack River in Massachusetts.
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Originally, I believed the indigenous creatures might be only the Wabanaki’s to share, and indeed they are. But the more I thought about it, and the more I learned about these creatures, the more important it became to me to include these wondrous creatures and beings. The Wabanaki are a huge part of Maine’s story, and I believe their part should be told. All too often, Native American cultures and their role in our history have been forgotten or belittled; leaving them out would be unfair and irresponsible. Native people have lived here for thousands of years. The depth of connection and understanding native cultures have with the land is invaluable and cannot be overstated. Many non-Wabanaki authors of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries felt much the same, and I am deeply indebted to these people for their tireless work and writings. They include Frank Speck, Charles Leland, Abby Alger, Fannie Hardy Eckstorm, and Susan Stevens. Many of them predicted a time in the not too distant future when many of these Wabanaki people and their rich stories would be gone forever. Indeed, like most native peoples, the Wabanaki and their culture suffered greatly from colonization, but, unlike many of the East Coast’s native peoples, the Wabanaki survived and have rekindled their confederacy and culture. While still struggling from the ongoing effects of colonization, they are healing and growing—in fact, by all reckonings, they are stronger nations now than they have been in a hundred years. So, with full acknowledgment and respect, I include their creatures here as part of a complete guide to the wondrous beings of this area. Inclusion of their culture in this volume is meant in a spirit of celebration and connection. While I have done my best, I likely have made some mistakes, for which I apologize. For those whose interest is piqued in this area, I encourage you to seek out and experience the Wabanaki culture directly from these people who are very much still alive. There are many fine events, museums, storytellers, teachers, and modern books where one can learn more (Appendix C shares some of these resources).

Some might wonder how the creatures such as the ones in this book could be real and yet remain unknown to science. I can’t fully explain this situation, though it is safe to say that these creatures live at the edge of our reality. Perhaps they live in a reflection of our world, one we can only visit in dreams and stories. Or perhaps they have some special adaptation that allows them to live outside of regular space and time. As Abenaki storyteller Joseph Bruchac says in his book Night Wings, perhaps “it is because they live most of the time in that other reality, the one that flows between past and present. They know the trails that lead back and forth between then and now.” For them, maybe time and reality are not a straight line, but rather something that keeps happening. Maybe there are layers within our reality that they can access, but we usually cannot. However, you don’t have to be special to find these creatures—they’re here if you know how to look. I have found that with a little knowledge, the right intention, and enough time, anyone can learn to venture out and meet these wondrous creatures.

It’s important to know that these creatures are found mostly in wild places—places where mystery can still be found. But not all wild places are equal; these creatures are often found in liminal spaces. These are places with two natures, places that exist as an in-between, not quite one or the other. A beach, for instance, is neither fully land nor ocean; a newly cut forest is a place that is partway between wild and settled. Throughout human history, these in-between spaces have been considered magical places where otherworldly things can happen. So it is not a coincidence that many of these creatures are found in wild liminal spaces, or places with two natures: marshes, bogs, shores, waterfalls, frozen lakes, abandoned fields, and crossroads. A little bit of magic is needed to see these creatures, but we all have magic inside ourselves, for the key to unlocking most magic starts with imagination.

The only parts of this book that are solely from my imagination are the quotes from my great-great-grandfather Burton Marlborough Packard’s journal. He undoubtedly knew these creatures, though he never got a chance to write anything down about them. Born in 1866 to a Searsport master shipbuilder, as a young man he tried his hand as a lumberman, but he spent most of his adult life as an owner-operator of a small lakefront hotel and cottages on Sebec Lake, where he catered to both vacationers and locals who made their living off the land. He and his family saw and heard it all, including these creatures whose stories have been passed down through the generations to me.

My biggest regret in my research is that I didn’t start it sooner, before so many of those who knew these creatures best were gone. So often when I thought I was hot on the trail of a creature, my sources would respond with “I don’t know those; I think they might be extinct around here.” My other great regret is that I never could catch sight of the elusive Youmistit, and though many other people claim to have seen it, I still don’t know much about it. If you see one, let me know. But in the meantime, I hope this field guide serves you well. Stay safe, and happy hunting out there! And please, let me know what you find—I’d love to hear about it.





AGROPELTER

Fearsome Critter of the Lumberwoods

(Anthrocephalus craniofractans)


[image: Sometimes called the “widow maker,” many a lumberman has met his end after being brained by an agropelter-thrown branch.]
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THE AGROPELTERS are mean little ape-like creatures with the dangerous habit of throwing dead branches at people who disturb them. Their favorite target seems to be lumberjacks’ heads, but anyone walking past their tree (or even a stiff breeze) can set them off. They are surprisingly strong and can throw branches that weigh more than they do, with deadly accuracy. Minnesota state forester William Cox described their deadly habit this way: “The unfortunate is usually found smashed or pinned by a dead branch and reported as having been killed by a falling limb.” But there can be no doubt that this vengeful creature is responsible. Over the years, so many people have been killed by these creatures that they have sometimes been called the “widow maker.”


[image: Agropelters can be found throughout the region in areas of continuous woodland.]
Agropelters can be found throughout the region in areas of continuous woodland.



These ill-tempered apes make their homes high in dead hollow trees. They are active throughout the year and can be found in the north woods from Maine to Oregon. Despite their wide range, agropelters are rarely noticed, and few people who become their targets survive to tell the tale. Making them even more elusive, they are entirely tree dwelling and prefer to never touch the ground. They travel by using their long arms to swing from tree to tree, much like a gibbon. Agropelters never drink water from lakes or streams; instead, they get all the moisture they need from rotten wood, tree sap, and snow. Agropelters often take over nests of their favorite prey—owls and woodpeckers—and enlarge the cavities by eating the rotten wood. This strange creature has a unique four-year reproductive cycle and gives birth only on February 29. They always have an odd number of pups, typically three or five.


“I covered some new ground in my rambling today, but I won’t be returning to the spot. The old forest there is apparently infested with agropelters. Three or four dead branches came crashing down within a few feet of me. And I could hear the low cackling of the widow makers themselves as I made a mad retreat.”

—Burton Marlborough Packard, 1897







BIGFOOT

Cryptid Creature
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WHILE BIGFOOT (or sasquatch, from the Sts’ailes language) is probably the most well-known mysterious creature in North America, it is only occasionally reported in the Northeast. These tall, ape-like creatures walk on two legs and are fairly intelligent. Some describe bigfoot as a missing link between humans and apes. These bipedal apes have human-like faces and muscular eight- to ten-foot-tall bodies covered with long dark hair and a pungent smell. They are shy and secretive and keep to the deep woods. The most frequently noted evidence of their existence are large footprints, howls, log knocking, brush-pile dens, and traces of hair they leave behind.

Maine certainly has enough forested land to hide a population of bigfoot. While there have been relatively few, reports of sightings have been occasional but persistent going back to colonial times. Recent Maine sightings have gotten little press and have mostly been shared on the internet by bigfoot research groups and individuals. Some of the notable bigfoot reports in Maine include details about them hunting snowshoe hares, traveling in pairs, and making brush piles near trees. One interesting account is that a pair of hairy, howling, bigfoot-like creatures invaded a campsite on Meddybemps Lake and stole some fish from two girls camped there. In fact, there have been a cluster of similar sightings in the area, which has earned them the nickname Meddybemps Howlers. Uniquely, many of the Meddybemps Howler accounts involve the creatures swimming in the lake.
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Bigfoot (A), human (B), and bear (C) footprints all have five toes—in each case, a print shown is from the left rear limb. Aside from obvious size differences, notice the distinct blockiness of the small toes, and the large toe points inward on the bigfoot, whereas the human large toe points forward. Bears, by contrast, have a shorter foot, the three center toes are somewhat clustered, and the smallest toe is on the inside of the foot in front of the ball of the foot.



There are several historic reports from Maine and the surrounding areas that also match the description of a bigfoot. The creatures in these early reports are sometimes called apes, gorillas, whazzits, or wildmen. The behavior of the creatures in these historic reports vary from peaceful and shy to savage and violent. For instance, very early European settlers in southern Maine recorded accounts of shy, hairy wildmen who were seen collecting plants in the fields outside of towns. And in 1886, the Waterville Sentinel reported that “a terrible wildman, ten feet tall, with arms seven feet in length, covered with long, brown hair,” had killed a French hunter one hundred miles north of Moosehead. The creature in this report was said to later have been hunted and killed by the victim’s friends and a group of locals.


[image: Bigfoot have been reported in forestland across the continent.]
Bigfoot have been reported in forestland across the continent.



Many Wabanaki stories also include creatures that are similar to bigfoot. In particular, the cannibal giants known as chenoo or kiwakw (see Wendigo) are six- to ten-foot-tall hairy humanoids. Like bigfoot, these terrifying creatures are known mostly from their howls and the large footprints they leave in the snow. However, unlike bigfoot, they are very dangerous man-eaters and more human-like than animal. It would be very unwise to cross paths with a wendigo. The mikumwesuk might also fit their description, despite the fact they are usually described as little forest elves. Mikumwesuk seem to have the ability to increase their size to that of a bigfoot and are sometimes described as being covered in hair.
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