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1 APE-MEN OF FLORES ISLAND


In the far reaches of the Indonesian archipelago lies Flores (8.6574° S, 121.0794° E), a long narrow island of high mountains, precipitous cliffs, and deep ravines. The climate is tropical. Rain is seasonal and is heavy when rain-bearing “west monsoon” winds blow from October to April—definitely the wet season in this part of the archipelago. In southern regions, though, and in the high mountain forests that cover much of the island’s interior, rain can fall in any month. By contrast, Flores’s north coast, including a narrow coastal plain that runs along much of the island, enjoys far less rain, is less fertile, and reveals a semiarid landscape. Thus it is only certain parts of the island that live up to the name Flores, “Flowers,” which early Portuguese navigators took from Tanjung Bunga, “Cape of Flowers,” a name given by their Malay-speaking pilots to the island’s eastern and, ironically, not particularly verdant extremity. (Why precisely they called the cape “flowery” remains a mystery.)

Like the rest of Indonesia, Flores belongs to the famous “ring of fire,” the great chain of volcanoes that encircles the Pacific Ocean. Even by Indonesian standards, Flores is highly volcanic—another factor conducive to plant fertility. Yet contrary to what volcanoes, monsoon rains, and tropical forests might suggest, native animal life is neither rich nor varied. Because of the island’s location well east of Wallace’s Line—named after Alfred Wallace, the renowned naturalist and, with Darwin, cofounder of evolutionary theory—Flores falls within the Australasian zoogeographical region and is poor in mammal species. (Australia is obviously located in the same region, but Flores lacks the marsupials found on the great island continent.) Native mammals include mostly rats and bats. So most of the larger mammals now found on the island, including both wild animals (monkeys, exclusively Macaca fascicularis, or long-tailed macaques; porcupines; civets; and deer) and domestic species (pigs, water buffalo, goats, horses, dogs, and cats) were brought to Flores by human immigrants from the north or west—the earliest presumably coming in outrigger canoes.

While not short of birds and reptiles (including crocodiles and at least four species of venomous snakes), Flores therefore lacks—indeed has never had—such large animals as the tigers, leopards, bears, elephants, and rhinoceroses characteristic of larger western Indonesian islands and mainland Southeast Asia. For what comes later it’s important to mention that Flores has never had apes either—those large, tailless primates represented by orangutans on Borneo and Sumatra and by gibbons on Borneo, Sumatra, Java, and Bali.

But what Flores lacks in animal variety it certainly makes up for in the remarkable character of several native species. Among these is the world’s largest rat, the aptly named Flores giant rat (Papagomys armandvillei), a ferocious, mostly tree-dwelling beast that, including the tail, grows up to 80 centimeters long (or over 2.5 feet). The rat is an “island endemic”—meaning it is found only on Flores (see figure 1.1). And almost endemic is the world’s largest lizard, the Komodo dragon (Varanus komodoensis), a voracious carnivore and ambush predator with a venomous bite that can attain a length of more than 3 meters (nearly 10 feet). Other than Flores, the dragon occurs only on its namesake island of Komodo and other small islands, all immediately west of Flores.

Looking back into prehistory, I could also mention the evolution on Flores of now-extinct pygmy stegodons, elephant-like creatures no larger than a cow. But the subject of this book is an even more remarkable and even less expected animal—or perhaps two animals of very similar kinds.

One is an extremely small-bodied fossil human named Homo floresiensis (“Flores human”). The species is known only from remains found in 2003 at Liang Bua (“Bua Cave”) in western Flores. Standing little more than a meter (3 feet, 3 inches) tall—the height of a two- to three-year-old Western child—the tiny species quickly became nicknamed “the hobbit,” after the Tolkien characters. In view of this hobbit’s skeletal features—described as “archaic” by paleontologists and, in several respects, comparable to those of Australopithecines (prehistoric “southern apes” that lived from two to four million years ago) or even chimpanzees—another surprise was the species’ extraordinarily recent dates. Initially the last known date for floresiensis was estimated at just twelve thousand years ago, or eighteen thousand years ago for the “type specimen,” or “holotype,” that is, the most complete of several skeletons found at the same site (see figure 1.2). More recently the date was revised to fifty to sixty thousand years ago, but in geological terms this is still remarkably young. The discovery caused a sensation in the scientific world and captured the attention of the general public as well. And in spite of initial controversy, research conducted after the discovery has confirmed that Homo floresiensis is a new species.

The other humanlike creature alluded to above, which for convenience I call an “ape-man,” has yet to be scientifically identified. But one of several ethnolinguistically distinct groups that populate Flores Island, a people called Lio, claims these creatures are alive (if not well) in remote sections of their mountainous territory. In their own language, the Lio (pronounced “Lee-oh”) name these ape-men “lai ho’a.” They describe them as small—in fact about the same size as floresiensis—as walking upright on two legs, and as hairy-bodied or, at any rate, hairier than themselves. Lio also characterize the ape-men as cultureless—lacking tools, weapons, clothing, and even fire. Floresiensis, too, might have been hairy, though we shall never know. And while the question has yet to be settled, there’s no firm evidence for the fossil species having used either fire or stone tools.

Although often described as taller or larger-bodied, humanlike creatures like these ape-men have been reported elsewhere on Flores Island, in Indonesia, and in other parts of the world. But adding to the intrigue of the lai ho’a is the fact that—unlike similar beings reported from other parts of Flores, which local people consider extinct—these ape-men are claimed to have survived to the present. In addition, individual Lio offer credible accounts of specimens they have seen, including eyewitness encounters dating from the 1960s to as recently as 2017 or 2018. And all this on an island that, for thousands of years, was home to an “archaic” species of Homo (the genus that includes Homo sapiens), which according to the reconstructions of paleoanthropologists—anthropologists who study prehistoric humans—seem to have differed hardly at all from the Lio ape-man.

So far as we know with any certainty, modern humans (or what paleoanthropologists more exactly call “anatomically modern humans”) first reached Flores around eleven thousand years ago, at the end of the Pleistocene (or “Ice Age”). By contrast Homo floresiensis had been living on the island since around a hundred thousand years ago, and the species’ ancestors may have arrived much earlier. Because dates are available only from a single site, when floresiensis disappeared—or even if it disappeared—is not known.

As for the ape-men, there’s reason to believe they could be present-day descendants of floresiensis, and if so it could mean that this species still shares Flores with modern humans. Alternatively, species X (as the ape-men might also be called) could descend from a similarly small-sized species that reached Flores over a million years ago and that may have been the ancestor of Homo floresiensis as well—but through a different line. Yet again, the humanlike creatures Lio speak of could be purely imaginary. Which solution is best supported by the evidence is what this book is all about.

Before going any further it’s important to distinguish two similar-sounding terms, including one found in my subtitle. Meaning humanlike, “hominoid” describes any creature that looks like a human but is not a human—or at least not a physically modern human. “Hominin,” by contrast, refers to a group (or scientific “tribe”) that includes all species of the genus Homo (thus Homo sapiens, Homo erectus, and Homo floresiensis) as well as the Australopithecines. The Australopithecines include several species of erect-standing, bipedal apes known only from Africa, of which one apparently later gave rise to the genus Homo. At the risk of complicating things further, hominins form part of a larger group called “hominids” (note the /d/ in place of the second /n/!)—the zoological family Hominidae, which also includes the great apes (chimpanzees, gorillas, and sometimes orangutans).

Mostly to vary the prose, I use “hominoid” (not “hominid” or “hominin”) as an alternative to “ape-man.” That said, I recognize that if the ape-men were relatives of floresiensis, they would be hominins too.

As for the most modern of hominins, Homo sapiens, our chief interest lies in the Lio people, briefly introduced just above. Like other Flores Islanders, Lio possess a fascinating and, in many respects, little explored indigenous culture. But for present purposes, their main importance is as the sole witnesses to the continuing existence of ape-men, or what are possibly non-sapiens hominins, on their island. Living some 300 to 400 kilometers east of the western Flores site where Homo floresiensis was discovered, Lio occupy the largest part of east central Flores, one of the island’s most mountainous regions. Though Lio territory extends to Flores’s north and south coasts, especially in the south the highlands begin just a kilometer or less from the sea. This is rugged country by any standard and, even with modern roads (and if one drove straight through), the journey from Flores’s western extremity to Lio’s western boundary can take fifteen hours.

The Indonesian government does not keep records for ethnic populations. As Lio people are divided between two neighboring administrative districts, their current number is not recorded, but according to the broadest definition of “Lio,” it is likely around a hundred thousand. At present, though, most Lio live near the south coast or in other, mostly southern, regions traversed by the Trans-Flores Highway, which runs from one end of the island to the other. For a long time Lio inhabiting coastal regions have traveled locally by sea and engaged in sea fishing while also growing crops. But even today only a minority of men are primarily or exclusively fishermen, and permanent coastal settlements of any size are a recent development. As this might suggest—traditionally and, to a large extent, still today—Lio make their living as cultivators and occasional hunters. They also raise domestic animals, which until recently were used exclusively as animal sacrifices in indigenous rituals and as items of exchange (chiefly as bride price given by a man’s family for a wife).

Not long ago Lio mainly practiced “slash and burn” (or “swidden”) cultivation in highland gardens carved out of mountain forests, where they planted corn (maize), dry-field rice, millet, and other cereals and a variety of vegetables and tubers. The gardens were maintained for several years before plots were abandoned so the forest could grow back. In the 1930s and 1940s, part of the population began cultivating rice in permanent irrigated fields located in lower-lying places closer to the coast. About the same time, some Lio also abandoned highland villages to build settlements nearer to paddy fields and modern roads (initially built by Dutch colonialists, who first arrived on the island early in the twentieth century and left after Indonesian independence in 1945). Even so, many cultivators still plant highland gardens and continue to reside at higher elevations, often at a considerable distance from roads and the sites of other modern institutions. During the twentieth century Lio forests shrank due to human population expansion. Yet the highest mountains remain covered in jungle, not least in several sections where forests are protected by government order. And it is mainly in these regions that the Lio say people, very occasionally, encounter ape-men.

Understanding Ape-men and What People Say About Them

The ape-man is a figure I’ve reconstructed from the statements of numerous Lio people. I have never seen an ape-man, and partly for this reason some readers may want to dismiss any resemblance between these creatures and apparently long-extinct hominins as mere coincidence. One purpose of this book is to question such dismissal.

I can immediately discount the possibility that the ape-man simply reflects local familiarity with the scientific discovery and reconstruction of Homo floresiensis. I was lucky. I first recorded physical descriptions of the Lio ape-man in July 2003, a month before a team of paleoanthropologists came across the remains of floresiensis in August of 2003 and well over a year before the discovery was announced to the public in October 2004. Even after that time, very few Flores Islanders learned much about the discovery, and those that did (mainly educated people with access to modern media) accepted the opinion of Teuku Jacob, an Indonesian paleoanthropologist, who dismissed floresiensis as a deformed modern human and a seven-thousand-year-old ancestor of certain short-statured villagers currently living close to the floresiensis discovery site at Liang Bua.1

But even though ape-men are an indigenous idea, this doesn’t mean they exist as flesh-and-blood creatures and thus a real natural species—as opposed to an imaginary being existing only in people’s minds. In the first case, there’s the further question of what sort of species. If not some sort of hominin—including, perhaps, a largely “hidden” group of modern humans—Lio statements about ape-men might reflect nonhuman animals, either already known (monkeys, for example) or a species scientifically undiscovered. Incredible as it may seem, most evidence points to a hominin other than Homo sapiens.

Anyone can dismiss as “mythical” anything whose existence has yet to be proven. But actually demonstrating that the ape-men are imaginary is no easy task. One might attempt to show that the thing’s existence contradicts the laws of physics or principles of biological evolution as these are currently known. To be sure, some Lio make what sound like fantastic claims about ape-men—for example, that they are able to “disappear” or even “fly.” Yet many other Lio do not, adhering to a thoroughly naturalistic depiction. And if it is supposed that such naturalistically represented things do not exist, for anthropologists there is still the question of why people think they do—indeed, why some give seemingly credible accounts of ape-man sightings.

I certainly don’t claim to be able to fully prove the hominoids exist. But there’s a simple way to test how likely it is that ape-men are completely fantastic. This is to compare them with what Lio say about more definitely imaginary and fantastical entities, specifically supernatural or spiritual beings, as I do in chapter 3.

Even after showing how ape-men differ radically from spirits, at least one possible physical feature reduces their credibility as beings comparable to scientifically recognized hominins. For the fact is that some Lio say ape-men possess a short tail. This claim I examine at some length (if the pun be excused) in the next chapter. However the tail might be explained, though, it should be stressed that not everything people ascribe to a creature, even supernatural abilities, needs to be accurate for the creature to exist. Among zoological kinds, apparently impossible traits often combine with straightforwardly credible features to disguise the identity of a real animal. Later we’ll meet several animals that Lio describe as supernaturally powerful, but which are unquestionably real species. For present purposes, though, another apparently fantastic creature may serve to make the general point.

Lio call this creature beku. The beku is largely nocturnal. It has a head and face like a dog and a long bushy tail like a cat, and it lives in trees. Alternatively, people describe the beku as looking like a large bat, though it lacks wings. Females as well as males possess testicles. In fact, the creature grows an additional testicle every year until it attains a full complement of twelve. Thus complete, it climbs a tree and wails throughout the night. Then at sunrise it drops dead.

Had I not been familiar with variants of the name “beku” from other Indonesian languages, I would likely have taken this for an imaginary, supernatural being. In fact the creature is the palm civet (Paradoxurus hermaphroditus), as Lio themselves recognize. The civet does have a head closely resembling the head of a small dog or a flying fox, a large fruit bat. Also, the animal is mostly nocturnal and arboreal, and it really does wail. The counterfactual element is the multiple testicles. Yet even these have a basis in zoological reality, for the organs in question are actually scent glands that resemble testicles, and their possession by both females and males is reflected in the species’ Latin name, hermaphroditus.2

Of course, similarly questionable aspects of the ape-man cannot be resolved in quite the same way. Whereas I have seen civets in Lio and other parts of Flores, I don’t have a physical specimen of an ape-man to compare with what Lio say the hominoids look like. Nevertheless, as a cultural anthropologist—someone trained in the detailed study and interpretation of cultural traditions and social systems—and as an ethnozoologist (or folk zoologist), who explores local, nonacademic knowledge of animals, I am familiar with the variety of ways humans speak and think about animals. As an anthropologist, I’m especially alert to how particular statements may reflect the sorts of experiences people may have with animals—or, indeed, not have—and furthermore how these statements may reflect personal and social interests or connect with shared representations of a community (or what is commonly called the “cultural context”). And to this task I also bring a background in eastern Indonesian languages.

I need to say more about how I came to learn about ape-men. All my studies on Flores have been broadly “ethnographic,” meaning that I investigate how people organize their social and spiritual lives, what they believe, and what they consider valid knowledge. And like all ethnographers, I’ve pursued this research by living with local people over long periods of time and conversing with them in languages in which they are fluent. My first stint of fieldwork on Flores was in 1984; before that I spent a full two years on the neighboring island of Sumba, where I completed my doctoral research. Since 1984 I’ve returned to Flores nineteen times, typically spending two to three months in the field, thus amounting to a total of some four to five years.

The bulk of my Flores research has been among the Nagé people of west central Flores, and it was among the Nagé (pronounced “Nah-gay”) that I first heard about mystery hominoids on the island. Later, in 2003, I began new fieldwork among the Lio, and it was in that year that, quite by chance, I learned about the Lio ape-men. Focusing mainly on these hominoids and other local creatures, I continued my Lio research in 2005 and again during five successive years from 2014 to 2018. During these years I lived mostly in the eastern Lio district of Mego.

Being less fluent in Lio than I am in Nagé, a large part of my ethnographic conversations with Lio people—so informal and open-ended have they usually been that I hesitate to call them “interviews”—were conducted in the Indonesian national language (Bahasa Indonesia), in which nowadays virtually all Lio are fluent. I have been speaking Indonesian now for over forty-five years, since I started my fieldwork on Sumba in 1975. At the same time, the Lio language is closely related to Nagé, and I am familiar with much vocabulary, especially terminologies used in talking about physical and behavioral aspects of humans and animals, a knowledge that greatly benefited discussions about ape-men and much else.

As already indicated, my major objective in this book is to compare two sorts of “reconstructions.” One sort is the reconstructions paleoanthropologists have produced of extinct or presumably extinct hominins. Often, these have been made on the basis of sparse physical evidence. For example, the initial evidence for the Denisovan hominins who lived some forty thousand years ago in Siberia included no more than the bones of a single little finger. Similarly, the remains of seven-hundred-thousand-year-old possible ancestors of Homo floresiensis consist only of fragments of a single mandible and several teeth.

The other sort of reconstruction, and the subject of this book, is of the Lio ape-man, and the evidence in this case is not mute physical objects but what people say. For the most part, then, what follows is a book of stories, including stories by people who claim to have seen either living ape-men or, in at least two instances, their corpses. Altogether, these take up four chapters (5–8), preceded by a chapter (4) that discusses the relatively few appearances ape-men make in Lio myths and legends.

Attributed to several different sources is the proposition that “there are no truths, only stories.” A variant substitutes “interpretations” for “stories.” My approach follows the spirit of both statements. No doubt some would want to exempt “scientific truths” from the principle and, in the context of the present inquiry, perhaps assert that all the talk in the world is not worth a single finger bone. But even tiny bones require an interpretation, and such interpretations are typically part of larger paleoanthropological stories—often as appealing for the cast of fully modern characters they portray, and the twists and turns of academic fates, as they are for what they tell us of humans or humanlike creatures in the past. In addition, scientific claims to truth are always provisional, necessarily being subject to falsification—unlike religious truths (or “God’s truth”).

Many people, it seems, think that when scientific propositions are shown to be wrong, this reflects badly on science. But on the contrary, when decisively proven wrong, or even when seriously cast in doubt, science is actually advanced rather than weakened. The unlikely discovery of Homo floresiensis definitely changed our understanding of hominin evolution. Physical evidence for a contemporary non-sapiens hominin—which, however unlikely it might seem, is not impossible in principle—would naturally shake things up further still.

For the time being, though, we have to make do with what fellow human beings tell us. In this respect the present investigation might be called an exercise in cryptozoology, the study of “hidden” or “undiscovered” animals. Of course, the ape-men are not undiscovered by the Lio. So in this context “undiscovered” can only mean not documented or recognized by scientists, something typically involving the apprehension, by people with the proper scientific qualifications and professional connections, of either a living specimen or other tangible physical evidence. (Tracks might do, but photographs and recordings of vocalizations are more controversial.) Usually, cryptozoologists don’t possess such evidence but instead construct their arguments for the existence of scientifically unrecognized animals on statements by ordinary folk who claim to have seen one. And since I take what Lio say about ape-men seriously—as possibly reflecting a real animal—then this study can be called cryptozoological.

At the same time, as an anthropologist I’m fully aware that verbal evidence of any kind can be fabricated, exaggerated, or simply mistaken. I’m mainly talking, of course, about statements by people who claimed to have seen ape-men. One can go some way toward assessing the probable veracity of putative sightings by considering not only the physical setting and people’s descriptions of what they saw (does it sound like another animal—a monkey, say—or a tree stump or rock, or indeed, something dreamt?), but also the personality, character, and social status of witnesses, including what interest they may have in representing something in a particular way. Certainly I place less reliance on accounts by people of a supernatural bent, most notably dealers in magically powerful ape-man body parts or substances (a topic explored in chapter 3) and “people of power” (ata bhisa) or “people of skill (or knowledge)” (ata mbe’o). These are typically men who have a personal—one might also say a professional—interest in claiming experience with things unfamiliar to others. As they serve as spiritual healers, magicians, and sorcerers, I also call these men of power “mystical practitioners.”

Obviously the most valuable sighting reports are those where two or more people claimed to have seen the same thing simultaneously, and I was fortunately able to record several such accounts. But even in these instances all or both witnesses could have been mistaken, or misremembered what they saw. So it may still be asked: how can I be sure that anything I heard reflects a natural, zoological reality, or a creature corresponding to a scientifically unknown species? The short answer is that I can’t. Even so, several considerations reduce my uncertainty—and may do the same for readers.

I begin with dishonesty and deliberate deception. Deception by informants is an easy charge to level at anthropologists. Researchers can find individuals given to deception in any field setting. As already indicated, there are ways of identifying people, with reference to both personal traits and social position or interests, who are particularly inclined to dissimulate or exaggerate. But there are also reasons to believe that a good deal of what people tell any anthropologist is accurate—at least in people’s honest understanding. Here I should stress that most of what people said about ape-men agreed with what others said. And where accounts diverged from common views of the hominoids, it was usually possible to find a reason why.

One reason for thinking that what most people say most of the time is not made up is that deliberate deception and fabrication require effort. It’s far easier for people to either tell the truth (as they see it) or simply say they don’t know—surely, the best way to get rid of a troublesome anthropologist. Not only that, fabrication requires a motive. Sometimes, people may tell mistruths to convey what they think an inquirer wants to hear. But it’s anything but clear why Lio might have thought I was soliciting thoroughly naturalistic depictions of ape-men. In fact, it’s more likely that some people were inclined to stress, for my benefit, the supernatural aspects of the hominoids. This is partly because people knew I was also interested in such things as local spirits, witches, and magical beliefs and practices. Another reason is that some people were interested in selling me ape-man relics or were individuals who claimed supernatural abilities (those “men of power” again). Significantly, though, the accounts I found most credible, including reports from putative eyewitnesses, came from men and women who fell into neither category.

Sometimes mistruths might be told as a way of “pulling someone’s leg,” particularly if the topic is sensitive and details are difficult to verify (the number of a person’s sexual partners, for example). However, whereas a Westerner might tell someone they’d seen something like a hairy hominoid to fool them—by convincing them of something the speaker considers untrue—this wouldn’t work among the Lio. For Lio regard their ape-men as real although rare animals, whose existence no one disputes. A North American parallel might be telling a person you’d seen, say, a wolverine (Gulo gulo), an animal even experienced outdoorsmen rarely encounter in the wild, because even if the claim were false, it would hardly constitute leg-pulling.

To take this any further requires a more general look into Lio culture and worldview. This is a topic I can’t possibly treat comprehensively here. But I provide an overview of indigenous spiritual beliefs and practices in chapter 3, while elsewhere I touch on other aspects of their past and current lives. For the present it’s important to note that, for a century now, Catholic missions have been active among Flores Islanders. Large-scale conversion to Christianity didn’t begin until the 1960s, when the large majority of islanders converted following Indonesia’s anti-Communist coup. But Lio still recognize spiritual beings belonging to their native religion and still perform sacrifices and other traditional rituals. Before the arrival of the missionaries, the Lio language was entirely oral, and Lio did not become familiar with writing until the church introduced elementary Western-style education. Catholic education continues, though many schools are now run by the state. Until recent decades, however, few cultivators advanced beyond six years of primary school, and it is only in recent years that Flores Islanders have become familiar with either television or other mass media.

Also important for what follows, linguistic evidence I discuss in a moment shows that Lio were familiar with ape-men long before the arrival of missionaries or other agents of colonialism. What’s more, secondary-school curricula have little if anything to say about paleoanthropology or human evolution. So far as I could discover, textbooks—or, for that matter, any of the extremely few books of any sort that are locally available—do not include illustrations of prehistoric non-sapiens hominins that could influence local ideas about hominoids living on Flores. This is not surprising. In my experience educated Florenese Catholics, including Indonesian priests, are openly critical of Darwinian evolution, and ordinary Lio villagers are barely aware of it. Their indigenous cosmology contains nothing comparable to a view of present-day humans or animals having gradually evolved from physically different ancestors. And as already explained, there’s no reason to suppose that their view of ape-men has in any way been shaped by the discovery of Homo floresiensis.

As fits their description as rarely-encountered creatures, Lio seldom speak of ape-men and they mention the hominoids less often than other remarkable beings, including witches and various sorts of spirits. One reason is that ape-men play no part in Lio religion or ritual life, notwithstanding the use of reputed hominoid body parts as magical relics. Some people don’t know much about ape-men. Yet I never encountered anyone who thought the hominoids were not real. Having no stake in and little knowledge of modern biology or paleoanthropology, Lio would have no reason to doubt that a small bipedal hominoid combining features of humans and apes could exist in their territory. Nor, by the same token, would anyone have reason to dispute their existence or, for that matter, to prove that they do exist.

For Lio people ape-men are thus part of the local environment as much as any other rare creature—for example, Komodo dragons. (Some might want to claim that spirits are part of the local environment in the same way, but as I later show, Lio consider spirits as a radically different kind of being from ape-men). In their conception of the hominoids as natural beings, however, Lio people differ from Westerners convinced of the existence of Bigfoot (Sasquatch) or lake monsters, and equally from others who tend to dismiss their possible existence. Unlike Bigfoot believers, no Lio ever goes looking for ape-men. This follows in part from their belief that anyone who deliberately searched for a hominoid would never find one, so that encounters with the creatures are always fortuitous. Interestingly, Lio apply the same principle to other rare animals, including some recognized by science as zoological species. But also unlike aficionados of better known “cryptids” (animals unrecognized by science), Lio would have no obvious motive—financial or otherwise—either for finding an ape-man specimen or for perpetrating a hoax. And because they are barely aware of modern scientific views—or any view that claims such creatures do not or cannot exist—they have no ideological interest in proving any “scientific establishment” wrong. Expressed another way, Lio cannot be said to fully “believe in” the existence of ape-men because they’ve never been exposed to any contrary view.

As this should suggest, Lio are also less biased than those scientists who reject the existence of mystery hominoids or, more specifically, the possibility of contemporary non-sapiens hominoids surviving to the present (see chapter 10). Other researchers (Jane Goodall, for example) are more open-minded. Even so, such attitudes remain implicit in the reaction of some academics and nonacademics to any knowledge of the natural world that has not received the seal of scientific approval. All I ask of readers of the present book is that they give the Lio people a fair hearing. This is not to suggest that Lio have a direct channel to reality. Yet skeptics should ask why Lio think ape-men exist, other than because of firsthand experience or the experiences of people they trust. As I later explain, cultural anthropologists might come up with other reasons, but for the moment I let the question stand.

As this is primarily a book of stories about people coming across creatures that sound like non-sapiens hominins, then many of the contents should prove fascinating in their own right. Throughout, I’ve remained conscious of the need to not let a good story get in the way of, if not “the truth,” then more mundane interpretations of the hominoid subjects. Still, what I’ve found so arresting about ape-men—and what led me to write this book in the first place—is the naturalistic or realistic way people describe them. If accepted as probable or plausible accounts of real creatures, what Lio say about the hominoids presents a challenge to zoology and paleoanthropology. If not, then a greater challenge falls to other disciplines concerned with human beings: to explain why people subscribe to the existence of entities with little or no basis in observable reality.

Of course, meeting either challenge is not straightforward. Not only in biology but equally in my own discipline of anthropology (and especially cultural anthropology), there is currently no body of theory that accommodates mystery hominoids, at least none that allows for their possible existence. If anthropology accepts beings intermediate between modern humans and apes, it does so only to the extent that they are treated either as a fantastic image (to be explained on mostly sociological or psychological grounds) or as species that became extinct tens or hundreds of thousands of years ago. In consequence, ape-men that are not imaginary or long dead are a topic without a discipline. But the concept of “story” may provide some way around this. In varying degrees stories can be accurate or inaccurate, authentic or fantastic, and it is ultimately for readers to decide into which category fall the stories of hominoids I explore below.

The Name of the Ape-man

I devote the rest of this chapter to the ape-man’s Lio name: “lai ho’a.” I am the first author to write at any length about lai ho’a.3 A being recalling aspects of the ape-man receives a brief mention in anthropologist Eriko Aoki’s doctoral thesis on western Lio. But that one is called saga boko (“short one, shorty”) and is apparently conceived in a less naturalistic way.4 Otherwise, “lai ho’a” appears only in the voluminous Lio-German dictionary published in 1933 by the missionary-linguist and ethnographer Paul Arndt.5 This is significant. Arndt began compiling his dictionary in the 1920s, so the name has been in use for well over a hundred years and, in all likelihood, very much longer. And, since the Dutch established a colonial administration in Lio territory not long before 1920, we can be sure that the figure lai ho’a refers to does not reflect knowledge either of human paleontology or of Indonesian apes, which some Flores Islanders are now familiar with from travel to Borneo

Arndt translates lai ho’a simply as “evil spirit” (German “böser Geist”). However, he employs the same gloss for other things that, at the time, he did not fully understand or did not personally believe in—including headhunters still rumored to search for human heads for magical use in construction projects. (While this rumor is probably unfounded, the putative villains are in no way supernatural or spiritual; indeed, they sound all too human!) More insight into what lai ho’a refers to can be gleaned from several sample statements Arndt employs to illustrate uses of other entries in his dictionary. From these we learn that the creatures “closely resemble humans [in physical form],” that they are “small, tiny” and “thin;” that they walk or move in a peculiar manner; and that they are invulnerable to metal weapons.

All these attributions reflect not only Arndt’s German translations but also Indonesian translations provided by several educated Lio with whom I discussed the statements in detail. I’ll have more to say about these later. But for the moment we should note that nothing in Arndt’s sample statements, not even invulnerability to wounding, suggests an “evil spirit.” More importantly, the entries are anything but representative and, of course, provide nothing approaching a complete picture of what Lio understand ape-men to be. In fact, judging from Arndt’s usual methods and those of other missionary-linguists working on Flores, the statements likely derive from a single text, probably a myth or legend, recorded and translated by Malay-speaking native assistants. Since Arndt never mentions lai ho’a again in his later writings, including articles concerning Lio spiritual beliefs, he likely had little idea what “lai ho’a” referred to. And as he appears to have had little interest in or knowledge of local fauna (as indicated by numerous incorrect glosses of local animal names), he was probably not inclined to explore the matter further.

The name “lai ho’a” itself reveals little about its referent. The term comprises two words. According to Arndt’s dictionary, “lai” has a variety of meanings, including “to resemble” and “to take, pick up, fetch.” When reduplicated as “lai lai,” it can mean “simple, short, concise,” while in some Lio dialects “lai” names a dwarf palm tree. This last sense is interesting in view of the ape-men’s short stature, yet it remains uncertain whether it bears on “lai” as a component of the hominoid’s name.

The meaning of “ho’a,” the other component, is even less certain. As Lio regularly describe ape-men’s faces as monkeylike, it is noteworthy that “ho’a” resembles words for “monkey” in several languages of central Flores. But in Lio, “monkey” is always “ro’a,” and I never heard “lai ro’a.” Arndt gives no separate meaning for “ho’a” (which he transcribes as hoä). A word list for Endenese, a closely related language spoken to the west of Lio, gives “hoa” as the word for monkey.6 But I’ve not been able to confirm this, so it could be incorrect. Arndt lists a similar-sounding term, which he writes as ho’a, as meaning “bare, naked.” A speaker of the Jopu dialect of Lio also thought the second component of the ape-man’s name meant “naked.” This is suggestive insofar as Lio consistently describe ape-men as unclothed. Yet in other Lio dialects, the word for “naked” becomes ko’a (or koä in Arndt’s transcription) and I never heard “lai ko’a.” So, again, a decisive analysis of the name eludes us.

Asking people what features of ape-men the name might describe produced little result. Apart from “lai ho’a,” eastern and central Lio appear to have no other name for the ape-men. Very occasionally they use “short one” (saga boko), the western Lio expression mentioned above. But it wasn’t always clear that this is completely synonymous with “lai ho’a.” As I later show, Lio are generally fearful of ape-men and, for this reason, are often reluctant to mention their name. So it’s possible that some people use “short one” as a euphemism. (Whether “lai ho’a” itself originated as a euphemism for an earlier name that has been lost is another question.)

When speaking Indonesian as well, Lio avoid pronouncing the ape-man’s name by replacing it with euphemistic expressions meaning “that thing,” or “that creature, or animal.” Partly for the same reason, many people nowadays use the Indonesian word “kurcaci,” actually meaning “elf, sprite,” as an equivalent of the Lio name. This might suggest that ape-men are no more than imaginary beings after all. As I show in chapter 3, however, the matter is more complex, and the conclusion is mistaken. Pointing to a naturalistic image are two other Indonesian names for ape-men: “manusia hutan” or “orang hutan.” Both terms translate as “forest people” (manusia means “human” whereas orang has more the sense of “person, people”), and Lio consider them synonymous. Readers may recognize “orang hutan” as the Malay source of English “orangutan,” referring to the ape Pongo pygmaeus—in Malay and Bahasa Indonesia (the Malay-based national Indonesian language) also called “mawas.”7 How far the Lio usage links local ape-men with these Bornean and Sumatran apes is a question I consider later. For the time being it’s sufficient to note that, while neither of the Indonesian terms literally translates lai ho’a, both reflect the humanlike (though not completely human) quality people attribute to the ape-man’s physical form.

I must now explain my choice of “ape-man” as an English gloss of “lai ho’a.” Once in scientific use, “ape-man” is no longer employed in anthropology—partly because it connotes such misleading notions as “missing links” and “humans descending from apes.” But in contemporary English the name is problematic for quite another reason, since nowadays “man” is treated as an exclusive reference to human males.

I should therefore assure readers that Lio ape-men include females as well as males—as will be seen when I refer to “female ape-men” (rather than “ape-women”). This assurance may be insufficient for some, but all I can say is that, after much deliberation, I’ve decided to keep “ape-man” for two reasons. First, “ape-man” remains a widely known English term for a creature combining features of a physically modern human and an ape. So the expression is decidedly preferable to “ape-human” or “ape-people” (the intention of which is far less evident) and also better than any novel term I might invent. Yet a more important reason for adopting “ape-man” is because, more than any alternative I can think of—and the current gender specificity of “man” aside—it closely matches Lio descriptions of the hominoids as humanlike beings that reveal certain features of monkeys or apes—as we’ll see in the following chapter.

The “ape” in “ape-man” also deserves comment, especially in regard to resemblances between lai ho’a and the fossil hominin Homo floresiensis. While classified as members of the genus Homo (“humans”) like ourselves, floresiensis too displays many features of apes—both chimpanzees and Australopithecines. In fact, because of these features a number of specialists have questioned whether floresiensis should be included in Homo, not least because of the species’ chimpanzee-sized brain. Peter Brown, a key member of the discovery team, proposed that the new species be assigned instead to a new genus to be named Sundanthropus. What’s in a name? Well, “Sunda” is the name of the island chain that includes Flores (located more specifically in the eastern Lesser Sundas), while “anthropus” is the Greek word for “human.” It might seem, then, that this alternative name still designates floresiensis as human. But actually it doesn’t. Before the discovery of the fossil hominin, “Homo” applied mostly to humans like us, Neanderthals, and the now-upgraded “ape-men” (formerly named Pithecanthropus) Homo erectus. By paleontological and zoological convention, “anthropus,” though Greek for “human,” has always been applied to hominins that, in terms of their physical form and geological age, are intermediate between Homo (including ourselves) and both the great apes and more humanlike apes, such as the several species of Australopithecines.

Even the most adamant supporters of floresiensis’s membership in the genus Homo—like the Australian leader of the discovery team, Mike Morwood8—would not deny that the species is far more “ape-like” than other members of the genus. And inasmuch as Lio people describe their local hominoids as being halfway between humans and apes, and therefore as “ape-men,” we can see all the more clearly how they resemble floresiensis. While I was in the field, one of my Lio hosts once came across a reconstruction of Homo floresiensis in a book I’d brought with me. (This was the well-known painting by Peter Schouten. I didn’t deliberately show it to them or anyone else because I didn’t want to put ideas in people’s heads.) The person identified the picture straightaway as depicting a lai ho’a (ape-man). Yet nowadays some Lio also apply this indigenous name to exotic apes like gibbons and orangutans. So for this reason alone there’s obviously a lot more to say about what local ape-men might be.






PART I WHAT PEOPLE SAY ABOUT APE-MEN







2 APE-MEN AS NATURAL CREATURES


What do Lio generally understand by “lai ho’a” (ape-man), and how far does what they say about how the hominoids look and behave add up to a coherent image of a natural, and hence credible, creature? In this chapter I focus on what I call “popular accounts,” descriptions by people who had heard about ape-men but said they’d never seen one. Only incidentally do I mention reports by eyewitnesses or secondhand accounts relating experiences of putative eyewitnesses I was unable to interview directly (usually because they were already dead). The popular accounts provide a standard against which we can later compare reports of individual sightings and determine how much eyewitness descriptions correspond to or diverge from popular ideas.

Lio descriptions of ape-men are hardly uniform. Variation partly reflects the fact that individuals possess different degrees of knowledge of the creatures. By contrast, with eyewitness accounts a more likely factor is actual differences in size and other bodily features, corresponding to differences in level of maturity and sex we should expect in a natural species. Certainly, if either eyewitnesses or people in general offered only boilerplate depictions of ape-men, this would count against their zoological reality. For such depictions are more typical of spirits and other obviously fantastic creatures. (Think, for example, of unicorns and dragons.)

Most Lio were able to give some description of ape-men, though some could say little more than that they looked like small humans or bipedal monkeys. As this should suggest, some people describe them as more humanlike, others as more monkeylike (or since Flores Islanders don’t distinguish apes from monkeys, we could alternatively say “ape-like”). But as we’ll see later, reports by eyewitnesses give the impression of a decidedly more humanlike creature than do many popular accounts. A few people declined to describe the creatures on the grounds that they’d never seen one. As fits with the local view of the hominoids as extremely rare, however, the majority who did respond also said they had never seen an ape-man. Some people mentioned dead parents and grandparents as the source of their knowledge. Whether any of these sources ever encountered ape-men themselves we cannot know. Nor can we know how far non-eyewitness descriptions were derived, directly or indirectly, from what they’d heard from contemporary observers. Neither traditionally nor at present do Lio depict ape-men in paintings, carvings, decorated textiles, or any other form of graphic art. But ape-men are by no means peculiar in this respect, for Lio portray hardly any of the animals they know in visual media.

Lio people speak of ape-men as a kind of animal, at the same time remarking on ways they resemble humans—including erect posture and bipedal locomotion. With a height of a meter (3 feet, 3 inches) or more, they are also considerably larger than the far more familiar local monkeys: the aptly named long-tailed macaques, large specimens of which attain a head and body length of around 50 centimeters (1 foot, 8 inches).1

Older Lio—people over sixty-five, say—seem to conceive of ape-men as more humanlike, whereas younger people tend to consider them more “monkeylike.” Assuming what older people say reflects an older view, this agrees with entries in Arndt’s 1933 dictionary that describe ape-men as looking like humans. As already mentioned, Lio familiar with western Indonesian apes, from visiting Borneo or Malaysia for temporary work in plantations, apply the name “lai ho’a” (ape-man) to gibbons and orangutans. So based on their experience of these apes, it’s possible that some people—especially younger people, who make up the majority of migrant laborers—have come to imagine Florenese hominoids as more simian than past generations did. That said, both young and old assured me that their parents or grandparents described ape-men as hairy-bodied and tailless, so these features cannot derive solely from more recent knowledge of exotic apes.

Ape-man Physical Form

Details of the hominoids’ appearance come from accounts provided by 112 individuals. Of these, 32 were eyewitness reports, while 73 were descriptions by people who denied any personal experience of the hominoids. The remaining 7 come from secondhand reports by people recounting experiences of others. (These three categories are not quite mutually exclusive. Before relating his encounter, one eyewitness offered a general description of ape-men, as did four narrators of secondhand reports. So the total of 73 non-eyewitnesses includes a few people in other categories as well.)

I begin with height and size. People able to estimate ape-man height—and not everyone was—expressed this either verbally, in metric measurements (with which most Lio nowadays are familiar), or by indicating with a hand held above the ground. In seven instances, people simply compared ape-man height to that of a particular child (young children are ubiquitous in Lio settlements), whom I was often allowed to measure. Interestingly, where a child’s actual height was compared to a prior verbal estimate or manual indication, the actual height was usually greater, and many of the tallest heights belonged to children I was able to measure.

Of all non-eyewitness descriptions that specified height, over half (56 percent, to be exact) gave figures of around one meter (3 feet, 3 inches). The highest was 1.2 meters (3 feet, 11 inches). If to these are added estimates of between 70 and 80 centimeters (2 feet, 4 inches), then nearly three-quarters of respondents thought ape-men stood over 70 centimeters. That means a minority offered estimates of around 60 centimeters (2 feet) or less, with two people giving figures of between 30 and 40 centimeters (1 foot and 1 foot, 4 inches). What would account for such low estimates is uncertain. But a likely explanation is confusion with certain media figures (usually named with the Indonesian term “kurcaci”), as I explain in the next chapter.2

To get an idea of what these various heights look like, the reader should refer to figure 2.1. Just two people specified different heights for males and females, with the males being only slightly taller. One man mentioned this while relating a story about an ancestor (see Nuwa in chapter 5); the other was an eyewitness describing an encounter with a male-female pair (see Lalu in chapter 6). The tallest height I recorded—around 1.45 meters (4 feet, 9 inches)—was from a secondhand story. As we’ll later see, secondhand reports included, on average, higher estimates than did accounts by either eyewitnesses or non-eyewitnesses. Nevertheless, it’s clear that Lio consider ape-men to be far smaller than themselves—and therefore closer in size to local monkeys. Although generally small, with an average adult male height of not much more than 1.6 meters (5 feet, 3 inches), few Lio men stand just 1.5 meters (4 feet, 11 inches). And, with the rare exception of achondroplastic and proportionate dwarfs (formerly known as “midgets”), an adult human height of around one meter is unheard of.3

Lio descriptions included few details of ape-man build. Two sample sentences in Arndt’s 1933 dictionary refer to ape-men as “small” and “thin” or “scrawny.” (Here we should note that when talking about a creature’s size, Lio words for “small” and “large” refer more to width, girth, or bulk than to length or height.) Two people described ape-men as “sturdily built” or “larger [that is, broader] than humans” whereas another two said they were thin or very thin. According to yet another two accounts, the hominoids are about the size of a dog, meaning as bulky (or “meaty”) as local dogs. Canines on Flores are typically the size of a small hound or terrier; they are also slender if not scrawny, although hunting dogs can be quite sturdy. Statements by non-eyewitnesses about ape-man build, therefore, neither clearly confirm nor contradict Arndt’s description. But as we’ll later see, both eyewitness and secondhand accounts may lend Arndt a bit more support.

Whatever might be made of people’s views on ape-man size, Lio invariably describe the creatures as strong. As people often remarked, despite being smaller, they are far stronger than humans. Interestingly enough, this assessment applies to orangutans and chimpanzees—but I should remind readers that, according to the scientific consensus, neither orangutans nor any other kind of ape occurs on any Indonesian island east of Wallace’s Line, that is, outside of Sumatra, Java, Bali, and Borneo.

Whereas Arndt’s 1933 dictionary says nothing about ape-man body hair, Lio almost invariably describe the hominoids as hairier than themselves. At the same time Lio are, on the whole, less hirsute than Europeans. Of 51 popular accounts that mentioned body hair, the majority described the hominoids as either “hairy-bodied” (19 of 51) or “hairy like a monkey” (11). Another 11 described the body hair as denser, coarser, or longer than humans’ but sparser, finer, or shorter than monkeys. Actually, “hairy-bodied” and “hairy like a monkey” are virtually synonymous, while “hairy-bodied” can also encompass the third sort of description. Note also that “hairy like a monkey”—an evaluation I’ve heard applied to relatively hirsute but otherwise normal humans both on Flores and in the West—could be an exaggeration. Few people (7 of 51) claimed the ape-men had no body hair, or had never heard anyone mention this, or said they were no hairier than humans. (The remaining responses were incomplete or inconsistent.) But “no body hair” might also mean “no hairier than humans”—rather than, say, as bare as the proverbial baby’s bottom.

Several Lio who portrayed ape-men’s hairiness as intermediate between humans and monkeys provided further details. Koba, an elderly man we’ll meet again later, described the hair as “not too dense but thicker than a human’s and less thick than a monkey’s.” Tangi, a younger man familiar with Bornean apes, put it this way: “[the hominoids’] hair is sparse like a human’s, but longer, and not as dense as an orangutan’s.” A couple of people compared ape-man body hair to that of a dog, at the same time offering other descriptions (hairy-bodied or hairy like a monkey). Lio dogs, we should note, are uniformly short-haired, and the hair is typically sparse.

Usually Lio don’t distinguish ape-man sexes with reference to body hair, or they describe the sexes as equally hairy. Just one older man, Nuwa, claimed only the males were hairy-bodied; the females, he said, were no hairier than humans. Yet another thought the sexes differed but was not sure how. Although less mature specimens might be expected to be less hairy, no one expressly mentioned this.

In contrast to eyewitness and secondhand reports, non-eyewitnesses barely mentioned parts of ape-men’s bodies that were hairier than other parts. Just one man described the hominoids as hairier on the chest than elsewhere, at the same time vaguely indicating that certain (unspecified) other parts were hairless. Four people referred to facial hair. One described “much facial hair,” another “mustaches (or beards)” like an old person, and the third, “hair on the cheeks and perhaps the sides of the head.” According to the fourth, ape-man faces are “hairless, like a human’s.”

Just one non-eyewitness, an elder named Goda, mentioned pubic hair, which he described as thicker and more abundant than other body hair. On another occasion, Goda characterized ape-man body hair as growing or pointing upward, in contrast to both monkey and human hair, which points downward. This, however, suggests a fantastical inversion of a sort common in supernatural beliefs, and another man denied it, attributing upward-growing hair instead to “vine mothers,” a kind of spirit we’ll meet in chapter 3.

In determining to what degree Lio conceive of ape-men as humanlike, a special interest lies in the head hair. Like other Indonesian languages, Lio has different words for head hair (fu) and body hair (bua), so unlike English, there is rarely any ambiguity as to what “hairy” means. All popular accounts that specifically mentioned head hair described this as short or no longer than the body hair. Some compared ape-men to monkeys in this respect, though Florenese monkeys (long-tailed macaques), in fact, have a patch of denser hair or a longer quiff or crest on the top of the head, which is usually of a darker color than other hair. As we’ll later see, only eyewitnesses reported ape-man head hair as being longer than the body hair. Bald hominoids were mentioned in only two secondhand accounts.

Nowadays, nearly all Lio men cut their hair short, whereas traditionally both adult men and women let their hair grow long, sometimes down to the waist (see figure 2.2). The only exceptions are people with naturally short hair or tight curly hair. So even ape-man head hair growing to the shoulders, say, would be shorter than that of many humans with uncut hair.

Just one man mentioned gender differences in head hair. Both male and female ape-men, he claimed, have short hair, but the hair of females is somewhat longer. Though hair texture was not often specified, neither eyewitnesses, non-eyewitnesses, nor narrators of secondhand accounts ever described ape-man head hair as anything other than straight, that is, never curly or frizzy. So it is noteworthy that curly or frizzy head hair is common among Florenese humans (again see figure 2.2).

By all accounts, ape-man head hair is always the same color as the body hair. The largest number of descriptions by non-eyewitnesses (8 of 21, or just under 40 percent) mentioned a color like monkey pelage or employed an Indonesian word (“abu-abu”), literally meaning “like ash” and indicating a gray, grayish-brown, or brownish-gray color. As monkey hair is usually of this color, the two specifications are, for all intents and purposes, synonymous. Others mentioned “dark” or “black” hair (both terms glossing Lio mité) or “red, reddish” (Lio méra or toro) and, in one case, Indonesian “coklat” (i.e., “chocolate”), a word that does service for colors English speakers would classify as “brown.” In Lio, lighter browns are usually expressed with words for “red” as are deep shades of yellow or orange. Thus three non-eyewitnesses described colors I recorded as “red or yellowish,” “rusty orange or russet,” and “yellowish (with gray or brown markings).” When I first heard these specifications, I suspected possible influence from images of orangutans—in English sometimes dubbed the “red ape.” Nevertheless, two eyewitnesses—one reporting a sighting in the 1960s, before most Lio were familiar with orangutans—also mentioned reddish hair.

A few non-eyewitnesses mentioned hair of more than one color, or a basic color marked with streaks or patches that were usually lighter: gray or white. One man described dark brown hair mixed with gray, which he compared to my own sixty-four-year-old head hair. Lio recognize both monkey and ape-man hair as varying among individuals. But how much the hominoids differ from humans, either in this respect or in regard to hair color generally, is unclear, though human hair on Flores is almost invariably black. The exception, of course, is white- or gray-haired elderly people. Some Lio spoke of the hair of older hominoids, too, as “white” or “light-colored.” So it’s worth noting that graying—actually a process where individual strands of hair turn white—occurs in great apes as well as in humans, though at different stages in the life cycle.

Of people who described ape-men as varying in hair color, only an elderly man named Woda spoke of the colors as distinguishing what he, uniquely, said were two different “kinds” of hominoids. Standing about a meter tall (3 feet, 3 inches) and extremely rare, one has brown body hair with a white (or light) stripe or band on either side of the chest. The other, smaller and somewhat more common, sort stands around 50 centimeters (1 foot, 8 inches) and has grayish hair.

Despite these variations, all popular descriptions of ape-man body and head hair—and, as we’ll see, eyewitness accounts as well—specified colors ranging from black and various shades of brown to red and gray. None were, for example, green, purple, or sky-blue pink. This is important, because the color range applies to the hair (or fur) of all mammals, including human beings. Unlike hair color, Lio invariably describe ape-man skin color as “black” (or “dark,” mité), the term they apply to their own skin color, though they also recognize lighter and darker variants in local human complexions. Just one popular account and two eyewitness reports mentioned skin darker than local people’s. Florenese monkeys, too, can have dark skin, but monkey skin is often pink or reddish.

So far, details of ape-man height and size and body and head hair point to a creature intermediate between modern humans and nonhuman primates. The same applies to descriptions of the hominoids’ heads and faces. By all indications, the head and body show the same proportion as they do in humans. Given by Rawi, a reputed eyewitness we’ll be hearing from several times again, the only numerical estimate I recorded described a head 10 centimeters (4 inches) wide and somewhat longer. Though this man claimed to have seen ape-men, in this context he appeared to be speaking in general terms. Comparable sizes included in eyewitness and secondhand accounts of particular specimens are discussed in later chapters. Ten centimeters indicates a head about four times the size of local monkeys, long-tailed macaques. Interestingly, it is also about the size of the cranium of the type specimen of the fossil hominin Homo floresiensis.

Many people characterized the ape-man’s face as monkeylike. Others said it was more humanlike, or basically human (“almost the same as a person’s”) but nonetheless distinct from a human’s and, more particularly, ugly. A few others described the hominoids as looking like “forest people” (Indonesian “manusia hutan” or “orang hutan”), which can refer to orangutans—a creature Lio, like other Indonesians, classify as a kind of “monkey.” Because “monkey-faced” is a standard reference to human ugliness in Florenese languages,4 references to ape-man ugliness and faces like monkeys (or apes) amount to much the same thing. And as monkey faces, too, are humanlike (as Lio recognize), there’s also little difference between “humanlike,” “monkeylike,” and a third category discernible in Lio descriptions—“intermediate between a human and a monkey.” We might note as well that, since younger and female orangutans can appear more humanlike than Florenese monkeys, this comparison similarly suggests something halfway between a human and an ape. Just three people (one an eyewitness) compared ape-men’s faces to those of dogs. But in at least one instance the resemblance referred specifically to a somewhat prognathous jaw. (As we’ll see in a moment, people in various parts of the world have sometimes characterized other humans as having faces or heads like dogs.)

Three popular descriptions and one eyewitness report further depicted ape-men as resembling very old humans. As mentioned just above, another account described the hominoids as having facial hair like an old person. Elderly people on Flores are seldom plump and are often skinny. So a gaunt face, especially one so thin that the brow ridges and cheekbones become pronounced, can further suggest a simian appearance—as can thinning head hair and coarse facial hair on elderly women. And by the same token, an elderly appearance matches descriptions of ape-men as possessing a thin build.

Illustrating these several points is an incident involving an elderly highlander, a man in his seventies, who visited me while I was lodging in another Lio village. His sojourn caused something of a stir among my hosts who, after he left, remarked—with considerable hilarity but with serious intent—how our guest, whom they further described as monkey-faced and ugly, looked like an ape-man. One man surreptitiously took a photo of the visitor with his cell phone and later shared it around. (A more flattering photograph I took appears as figure 2.3.) None of my hosts claimed they’d ever seen an actual ape-man, and it is unlikely that any of them would have mistaken the man for an actual specimen—unless, perhaps, they encountered him naked in a forest. Even so, the episode shows how Lio can perceive an elderly human, or at least one of a certain appearance, as resembling an ape-man. And this further supports the converse idea, that ape-men resemble old people.

Few descriptions of ape-men included particulars of specific facial features, and when they did, these were usually vague. While one secondhand account described “sunken” or deep-set eyes (apparently referring to eyes surrounded by thick ridges of bone, or toruses), all other details of the eyes came from eyewitnesses. Just six popular accounts specified ape-man teeth, distinguishing these as either humanlike or monkeylike about equally; two others mentioned canines, but how far this reflected an overall assessment of the teeth as monkeylike was unclear. Apes and monkeys, of course, have larger and longer canines than do humans, especially the males. Details of the ears and nose were similarly unrevealing.

Two men stated that people only ever see male hominoids, and an eyewitness who claimed to have encountered a group of ape-men said that when people see specimens they always appear to be male. (All the same, no one I spoke to doubted that, to procreate, there must be females as well.) The idea might suggest that the sexes are not especially distinctive—indeed, they seem to be considered equally ugly—so the specification of males is the default. On the other hand, the subjects of several sightings were described as female. Besides, all but one of the six non-eyewitness accounts that mentioned sex-specific genitalia or female breasts described these as like humans’ (rather than like monkeys’ or other animals’). The single exception was Dala, an elderly man who, while claiming to have observed ape-men more than once, gave no details of any single sighting and seemed to draw instead on a popular image of the hominoids as monkeylike. For example, he spoke of female genitals that are “visible from the back” and like a monkey’s, and male genitals as like a dog’s.

Another man said the nipples of female hominoids resembled a dog’s. But everyone else, eyewitnesses as well as non-eyewitnesses, characterized the breasts as humanlike but small. Just one man mentioned “long” female breasts, while another spoke of a lactating female his deceased father claimed to have encountered as possessing enlarged breasts. If the hominoids’ breasts are small, they definitely differ from otherwise similar and sometimes reputedly extinct hominoids reported from other parts of Flores, whose breasts are described as so pendulous they could sling them over their shoulders. Over-the-shoulder breasts are also a feature people in other parts of the world ascribe to mystery hominoids (such as the Himalayan yeti, the “wildmen” of China and central Asia, and the “mili mongga” of Sumba) or to members of other ethnic groups (including Hottentots and Patagonians).5 But among Lio I came across the image just three times, all in reference to the previously mentioned female spirits called “vine mothers.”

Of twelve accounts that expressly identified ape-men’s arms or hands as either humanlike or monkeylike, eight described these as humanlike. In the other four cases it wasn’t always clear whether “monkeylike” referred only or mostly to a smaller size. More importantly, though, no one described the hominoids’ arms as extremely long or as longer than the legs—like those of monkeys or apes. In a few instances described as long, ape-men’s feet may be a different matter, but as evidence for the feet comes mainly from eyewitness accounts, I leave this topic for later chapters. One non-eyewitness—Tangi, a man mentioned previously—said ape-man feet had three toes pointing forward and two backward. Although no one else mentioned anything like this, it somewhat reminded me of the misshapen feet of some humans that can result from walking barefoot over rugged terrain or up and down inclines, where the big toe and second toe especially are turned outward or sideways.6

A man named Tipa claimed the hominoids’ feet are “reversed” or “turned backward.” In various parts of the world, people attribute “reversed feet” to spirits, and Flores Islanders characterize the feet of monitor lizards (both the water monitor, Varanus Salvador, and the far larger Komodo dragon) in the same way. But as I was able to clarify, in reference to both monitors and ape-men, the description refers not to feet that are literally back-to-front—obviously an anatomical impossibility—but to feet turned to the side or splayed outward, like humans with “duck feet” (also called “quarter-to-three” feet). There’s no indication that any of these characterizations are derived from observing footprints (a source of the same idea regarding monitor lizards). Lio say ape-man footprints are hardly ever seen, and when they are they simply look like prints left by a small human or a child.

Although just one eyewitness reported the feature, seven non-eyewitnesses described ape-men as possessing long fingernails. Léwa, an elderly man who provided one of the most detailed non-eyewitness accounts, denied this, describing the nails as short, like human nails. As the nails of monkeys, apes, and humans grow until they break or are cut or bitten off, the hominoids’ long nails may well be imaginary. Underscoring this possibility, one man qualified the attribution of long fingernails, explaining that “no one who has observed ape-men has ever been able to see these nails.” Of all secondhand reports, just one narrator mentioned long fingers or nails. One man claimed that a humanlike figure on a metal pendant that had rather long fingers was an ape-man, but this later turned out to be incorrect—or at any rate an interpretation no one else supported.
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