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What people are saying about


A Bulletproof Ground Sloth: On the Hunt in Brazil


Pat Spain is that rare thing; a rationalist who still embraces the possible and knows that there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of. A grown-up who has lost none of the childhood wonder and curiosity that makes the world magical. A scientist who keeps an open mind and rejoices in the fact that absence of proof is not proof of absence. There is nobody I’d want to travel with more to explore the wild side of our literally extraordinary planet. Buckle up and prepare for adventures.


Harry Marshall, Chairman and Co-Founder of Icon Films


For many years I have been a raving fan of Pat’s work and proudly boast Beast Hunter as my all-time favorite crypto-history series. I’ve watched his Bullet Ant ritual many times but to read and learn about the entire journey was absolutely fascinating. Clutched to the edge of my seat, I found myself glued to each and every word. As someone who has felt the burning wrath of an intentional Bullet Ant sting, I can attest to the insane level of pain that comes from just a single dose of venom, but to wear the gloves and take an onslaught of stings is a level of bravery that deserves medals. Pat truly defines what it means to be an adventurer and in the spirit of the Sateré-Mawé tribe what it means to be… a hunter!


Coyote Peterson, Host of Brave Wilderness


Enrapturing and brilliant. Pat Spain sweeps us along on true adventures in the biological world that have us laughing, crying, and shivering all at the same time. His brilliantly described first-hand participation in the Sateré-Mawé manhood ritual involving dozens of bullet ant stings, a feat beyond even the most lion-hearted of Westerners, have us hallucinating along with him as the pain reaches a crescendo… and then beyond. A book not to be missed.


Justin O. Schmidt, author of The Sting of the Wild 


A true modern-day explorer, Pat Spain has produced an exciting and informative account of his adventures that brings the readers along for the ride. That is probably as close as most readers would feel comfortable with!


Cliff Barackman, host of Finding Bigfoot and co-owner of the North American Bigfoot Center
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This book is for my kids, Luna Caulfield and Wallace Charles. This world is an amazing and wonderful place, and there are many refrigerators in your future that will need magnets.




Introduction


Some of you may know me as the “(almost) King of the Jungle,” “Legend Hunter,” “that animal guy,” “Beast Hunter” or “that guy who had cancer and catches snakes.” Probably not, though. Despite having a couple of dozen hours of international TV series to my name, and giving hundreds of talks and presentations, I don’t really get recognized very often – unless we’re talking about college kids in Guwahati India, middle-aged men in the US, or pre-teen Indonesian girls. My key demographics, it turns out. I struggle to name anything those groups have in common, besides me.


I left my home in Upstate New York at 16 to live in a barn in southern Maine for a marine biology internship, and I haven’t stopped exploring since. My passion for wildlife led me to create my own YouTube-based wildlife series in 2004 and has landed me spots on Animal Planet, Nat Geo, Nat Geo Wild, Travel Channel, SyFy, BBC and more. Half of the TV shows I’ve made have never seen the light of day, but they were all an adventure and there isn’t a single one I wouldn’t do again if given the chance. Besides TV, I work full time in biotech, which is its own sort of adventure – albeit one where drinking the water is generally safer. I’ve been bitten and stung by just about everything you can think of – from rattlesnakes and black bears to bullet ants and a rabid raccoon – and I’ve lost count of the number of countries I’ve been to.


I’ve had the opportunity to travel the world, interacting with some of the strangest and rarest animals, while having the honor of living with indigenous peoples in some of the most remote locations – participating in their rituals, eating traditional meals, and massively embarrassing myself while always trying to remain respectful. I am a perpetual fish out of water, even in my home state of Massachusetts. This book is part of the “On the Hunt” series, in which I get to tell some of my favorite stories from those travels.


This particular book is about my time in Brazil searching for the truth behind the mythical creature the Mapinguari with my friends, making an episode of the National Geographic Channel series Beast Hunter – also called Beast Man in the UK, Breast Hunter by my wife, and Beast Master by almost everyone who meets me for the first time and tells me they enjoyed the series.


Brazil is incredible – the people, the food, the drinks, the Amazon, the forest, the wildlife. It was my favorite shoot of the series, and one that changed my life forever. Please take the attempts at humor in the following pages for what they are and know that I mean no disrespect. I hope you enjoy this book. If you do, please pick up the others in this series. If you don’t, I’ll probably hear about why on social media. Either way, thanks for reading!


A disclaimer 


My dog Daisy was the best. She loved hanging out in the backyard with my sister, Sarah, and me when we were playing hide-and-go-seek, catching bugs, or looking for arrow heads on the trails behind our house in Upstate NY. She would wait patiently at the base of any tree we climbed and chase away our neighbor’s super scary dog (he ate a kitten once). She would also stand guard while I waited for the spider to crawl out of a crack in our chipped blue bulkhead cellar doors. It was huge, with green-metallic colored fur and red eyes, and Daisy would growl if I put my hand too close to it. She was a white poodle mix with poofy fur and perpetually muddy feet. Also, Daisy could fly, sometimes wore a cape, and would occasionally speak with a Southern drawl.


I don’t have schizophrenia and Daisy was not an imaginary friend – but she also didn’t really exist. Despite never owning a dog as a child, I have honest, distinct memories of Daisy. Memories that go well beyond the stories my mom used to tell my sister and me about Daisy saving us from one tragedy or another. I also have detailed memories of being terrified, like heart-racing, nearly in tears of fear the time Cookie Monster stole our shoes while we were wading in the creek catching crayfish and pollywogs. He would only give them back when we had the Count (who smelled like toothpaste) help us negotiate how many cookies it would take for each shoe, shoelace, and sock. Daisy ran back and forth from our house bringing with her a ransom of the ever-increasing number of chocolate chip cookies that my mom had left out to cool. The monster (I think people forget he is a monster by definition) kept finding loopholes in our deals, and the tension was getting higher and higher as the water rose in the creek. Cookie Monster smelled like BO and his eyes rolled around like a crazy person’s. He was unstable. In the end, Daisy came through, as she always did.


Mom would start these stories “When you were both very small, we had a wonderful dog named Daisy,” and they quickly took on a life of their own. They eventually made their way into our collective consciousness as real events, complete with details not included in the original stories which must have been added by Sarah and me. It was years later, during some holiday involving drinking (see “every holiday”), that we started reminiscing about childhood memories and one of us asked: “Did we really have a dog when we were little? I kind of feel like we did, but I also can’t picture us having a dog with all of the other animals we had. Daisy, maybe?” It wasn’t until then that we realized these were, in fact, fictitious stories our mom had made up to keep us entertained on rainy days in our old house. Stories that drew on real events (being terrorized by a neighbor’s dog, getting stuck in a creek, finding snakes, spiders, and arrowheads, etc.), with Daisy taking the place of our mother as the heroine.


I guess what I mean by this is, all of the stories in this book are exactly how I remember them, but I honestly remember having a flying southern-belle dog and interacting with Muppets. Take that how you want. I had a great childhood.


Oh, also - All views expressed are my own and do not reflect those of National Geographic, The National Geographic Channel, Icon Films, John Hunt Publishing, or any other person or organization mentioned (or not mentioned) in this book.




Chapter 1 


The 24-hour ant


“It’s the worst thing you can ever experience, more pain than you can imagine. You might think you know what pain is, but you don’t. Think about the most terrible pain you’ve ever been in, pain so bad it makes you vomit and blacks out everything else in the world. Really think about it, remember it, try to feel it again now, remember the anguish, the crushing mental belief that it will never end, and know that the pain you are remembering, the worst you’ve ever experienced, that pain can’t even touch what you will feel tomorrow, and the next day, and maybe even the next.”


Holy shit, our boat driver got intense when he found out I was going to do the Tucandeira.


“So… you’ve done it?” I asked, more than a little shakily.


“Yeah, I’ve done it, and you’ll be able to do it too. But it will be anguish, pure terror.” He was laying it on pretty thick, but I admit I was sweating. “You didn’t eat any meat today, did you? Or any fish?”


“No, I don’t think so. Is it bad if I did? I can’t really remember.” My mind was really fuzzy, and I was getting confused. Why had he jumped from his intense speech about the ceremony to asking about my diet? “Wait, you did the Tucandeira twenty times?” I asked, still a little thrown.


He gave a huge exaggerated belly laugh, like, leaning over and slapping his legs “No, no, no, no, no, Gah hah hahhahah!” More guttural laughs. “HELL no. I did it once, then I said ‘I can drive a boat! I don’t need to be a hunter!’”


It was just past sunset, and the reality of what I had volunteered to do weeks before in Bristol was finally hitting me.


“You know, Pat,” Harry said. “Oliver Heaviside was correct when he said ‘In order to know soup, it is not necessary to climb into the pot and be boiled.’”


“Too right,” agreed Laura. “This doesn’t sound like a very good idea. And besides, I don’t think Health and Safety will be too keen on it. Anna, please talk some sense into your partner, and I’ll work on mine.”


Anna and I were having dinner with Harry and Laura Marshall, the heads of the best natural-history production company in the world, Icon Films at Bristol’s Riverstation Bar and Kitchen – the former workplace of Long Tall Alex, associate producer extraordinaire and giant (at 6’10” he actually is a giant, legally, in the UK), and where he first met the Marshalls and convinced them to hire him. Harry and I were working on a different sort of convincing that night. We were discussing bullet ants, and an idea I’d had a few months before that was looking more and more like a possibility.


I would be heading to the remote Amazon rainforest to host an episode of Beast Hunter – a TV series on The National Geographic Channel– searching for the truth behind the legend of the mythical Mapinguari. It would require getting a reclusive tribe of indigenous people, the Sateré-Mawé, to trust me enough to tell their true legends – only shared with other members of the tribe. And I’d only have a few days to earn that trust. The ants seemed like – and pardon the dad joke here – a “silver bullet” for my problem.


While Harry’s words were cautionary, he grinned as he spoke, and fiddled with his cufflinks – each depicting a portion of the famous Woman of Willendorf, a Paleolithic statue of a very buxom nude woman believed to represent fertility and ideal beauty. At a glance, the cufflinks appeared to be breasts and a vulva. Harry loved them for all the right reasons, but also enjoyed wearing them in extremely conservative nations with views on women that Harry – with three amazing, independent, beautiful, and strong daughters – just couldn’t abide.


Harry was dressed, as usual, like an eclectic 1930s Londoner with a splash of color added in the form of a Chihuly-esque swirl pattern on the inside of his perfectly tailored tweed suit jacket. Laura looked stunning in a black-and-white 1950s style evening gown with a scarf, whose acquisition story was more interesting than anything discussed at any dinner party most people have ever attended. Anna was gorgeous in skinny jeans, an asymmetrical top and a scarf we had picked up in Paris the week before, and I was the odd one out in blue and white gingham shorts and a gray Penguin polo – the fanciest clothes I had brought, or rather the fanciest clothes I owned. The more time I’ve spent with Harry, the more I’ve found myself dressing like him, and my collection of “smart” clothes has grown signiﬁcantly in the interim years. We now even have a matching pair of shoes – Harry’s in pink and black, mine in brown and blue.


I knew Harry was saying his cautionary piece, but was also as excited about the prospect of getting the bullet-ant ceremony, Tucandeira, on film as I was about doing it. Laura was agreeing with his caution, but I think could sense where Harry really stood, so took a different tact and implored Anna to join a united front with her against this madness. It did not take much convincing.


One of the many things I love about Anna (who is now my wife and at the time was my girlfriend of 10 years) is her encouragement of my insanity. When I tell some people about the more random things I do, their first question is “Anna lets you do that?” This is such a bizarre and foreign concept to both of us. We’re adults, we don’t let each other do anything. Anna never gets jealous, angry, or overprotective when it comes to my adventures. She’ll sometimes make a statement like, “If you die, I’m going to be so pissed at you,” or “If you permanently injure yourself climbing that stupid mountain, don’t expect any sympathy.” After a rattlesnake bit me, our phone conversation went like this:


“Heeeeeeeeeey.”


“Why are you calling and acting weird? What’s wrong?”


“Um, don’t freak out. It’s not a big deal, but I just got bitten by a neotropical rattlesnake.”


“You’re such an asshole. Why did you pick that stupid thing up?”


“It was stupid. I should have used the right equipment. I was free-handling it to get a good shot.”


“For a really smart guy you are so dumb sometimes. What hospital are you in?”


“Well, I’m not at a hospital. I’m just waiting it out. I’m 99% sure it was a dry bite.”


“Seriously, what is wrong with you? Go to the fucking hospital right now. I have to call your mom, don’t I?”


When I told her I was driving cross-country with a buddy of mine, his girlfriend, and one of her friends, Anna never asked anything that a girlfriend in a romcom (and far too many real women) would ask, like: “Is she pretty? Are you all camping together? How often will you be able to call and check in?” That isn’t her style. We trust each other. She just said: “Have fun and buy me something cool!” Anna is amazing and, like I said, supportive of my insanity.


We met in 1999 at Suffolk University in Boston, Massachusetts, when she was a freshman and I was a sophomore. I will never forget the first time I saw her, as it was the only time in my life I have been left literally speechless by a woman I’ve never spoken to. She was in a dress on her way out for the night, and I was in some dirty army pants and an old Ramones T-shirt hanging out in the cafeteria. I pretended to study the over-head menu for the entire duration she was in line and made awkward eye contact a few times, but was physically unable to speak. She was probably (rightfully) weirded out by me. She made her exit, I regained my ability to function, and I told my friends that the most attractive woman I’d ever seen had just walked out of the room.


I figured out who she was a few weeks later when it turned out that I’d be the Teaching Assistant in her intro to chem lab. I spent the next few years getting to know her – teaching a couple of her labs, assisting the teacher in others, hanging out occasionally as friends, selling her my old books. Any excuse to talk to her. I literally wrote things down to say to her the night before our labs together, then lost my nerve and just talked about the subject matter at hand, or her trip to Vietnam when she was 14 (my go-to “hey, I know a fact about you!” bullshit discussion). I sat awkwardly on my lab stool flicking my gloves against my thumb to make them “pop” and stared off in space, because I’m super cool like that. I finally got the courage to ask her out on a date at the start of my senior year. She had transferred to a different university in Boston and we were both single, and to my amazement she said yes. Our first date was at the New England Aquarium, where I worked at the time – which is the most Pat Spain thing to do, ever – and it was closed – which is actually the most Pat Spain thing to do, ever. We then went to a nice Italian restaurant, and when I tried being classy and asked if we should order some wine; she looked really nervous, and said, “Ummmm… I better not.”


To which I replied: “Oh, I just thought wine might be nice. I’m not trying to get you drunk and take advantage of you or anything.” Those words actually left my mouth.


She just said: “I mean, I’m only 20…” For those of you not in the States, the drinking age here is 21, and Anna was only trying to avoid an awkward situation of not being able to produce valid ID to get a drink, so of course, I created a much more awkward situation. She married me. I still don’t know how or why.


Anna is 5’3” and fiercer and more loyal than anyone you could meet. She’s first-generation Vietnamese and grew up in Lowell Massachusetts, former Crack Capital of America, which, if she’s been drinking, she will usually tell you in the form of a shouted “I’m from LOWELL” and an implied “Don’t fuck with me or my family” – sometimes it’s not “implied” so much as “implicitly stated.” She’s amazing in every way – an amazing mom, funny, kind, and super-smart (she destroyed me in organic and all other chem classes, overall GPA, Grade Point Average, and, you know, life). She also makes smart decisions, so her thoughts on bullet ants were appreciated.


When I mentioned the bullet ants a couple of weeks before that night at dinner with the Marshalls and started talking her through the process, the ritual, and the animals themselves – it was the first time she’d ever questioned one of my outlandish sounding ideas. She wasn’t being at all controlling, just expressing concern. She knew enough about bullet ants to be wary of them. We had seen them in Costa Rica while filming Nature Calls, my web-based nature series. She’d even helped me avoid being stung by one late at night when collecting frogs and snakes in some old-growth rainforest near the small town of Guayacán de Siquirres. I leaned against a tree, putting my hand next to a giant cockroach to show a size comparison and turned towards the camera to talk about it, when Anna ran into frame and slapped my hand. I asked her what she was doing and why she had ruined the shot, and she pointed about two inches from where my hand had been. Three bullet ants were headed my way, fast, along the trunk.


“Pay attention!” Anna said. “You need to look where you put your hands in the jungle. Remember, you lectured all of us about that.” She was right, of course.


“Pat, I’m really not sure this is a good idea. People die doing this. Once it starts, you have no control over the outcome. You know I’m always up for anything, but this? This seems like pushing it.”


We talked about it a lot. In the end, she just asked me to play it by ear and trust myself. She asked me to do an internal check on the day of the ceremony, and if I had an off-feeling about it, if I got a bad vibe or something didn’t seem right, to please not do it. Her concern gave me more pause than anything I’d read, or any caution from anyone involved in the production. I, of course, had not told my mom anything about it beforehand. I told my sister, who already thought I was insane, and who just shook her head and said, “Mom will lose her mind if you tell her.”


At dinner that night in Bristol, Anna readily agreed with Laura. “I told him I thought it was ridiculous,” she said. “There must be other ways to get the tribe to trust you.” Laura and Anna seemed to be feeding each other’s growing insecurities about the situation and validating every fear the other had. They traded terrifying comments.


“People die from one sting; you’ll be getting hundreds.”


“Even with a doctor present, there isn’t much they can do.”


“Andie [another of my favorite people in the world, and director of production at Icon] was stung in the late eighties, and she can still recall without hesitation the exact spot, and nearly breaks down just talking about it. And that was one sting.”


“You have no idea what your reaction will be.”


“You might actually go crazy from the pain – it’s so intense that you can lose yourself in it.”


“Why do you want to do this? People will think it’s just a cheap publicity stunt.”


Everything she and Anna were saying was true, and made a lot of sense. It seemed Harry and I were fighting a losing battle over a topic we weren’t completely convinced of ourselves. I could tell Harry was struggling with it. He didn’t want to pressure me into doing anything, but I could see in his eyes how amazing he thought it would be if I went through with it. And the entire thing had been my idea, after all.


During a production meeting with the Icon team a couple of months earlier, I hesitantly suggested my participation in the ritual. It was something I’d given a lot of thought to, but on that day said it like I was half-joking, or had just thought of it. I wanted to gauge the reaction of the room. This show provided so many opportunities, so many things I would never have been able to do on my own, I thought I’d keep adding to the list.


“If I need to get in with them [the Sateré-Mawé tribe] quickly, maybe I should do the bullet ant ritual,” I said with a grin.


The conference room went silent. Harry stared at me, Barny (series producer) stopped drinking his coffee, Lady Laura (Not Marshall – our associate producer Laura) spluttered “No, absolutely not. Do you have any idea what it’s like?” Ben (producer), seemingly the only other person who was into the idea, grinned and quietly said, “brilliant.” A couple of years before, Steve Backshall, the famous BBC presenter and host of Venom Hunter, Deadly 60, and other excellent wildlife series, had become the first Westerner to document their participation in the ritual. His account of the bullet ants was well known in the Icon offices. In 2008, Steve wrote an excellent article about his experience for The Sunday Times titled “Bitten by the Amazon”. It’s well worth the read in it’s entirety.


He describes how, after receiving several hundred stings, he begins crying, convulsing and nearly passing out from the pain. Then he says: “If there’d been a machete to hand, I’d have chopped off my arms to escape the pain” (Steve Backshall, The Sunday Times, “Bitten by the Amazon”, 2008).


That line is worth repeating. “If there’d been a machete to hand, I’d have chopped off my arms to escape the pain.” That statement stuck with me, and everyone else in the room. This was taboo – presenters did not do this ritual. Bruce Parry, host of the world-renowned Going Tribal TV series, imbibed every narcotic cocktail presented to him, had various parts of his body pierced and probed, became violently ill countless times, tripped his face off, and even underwent penis-inversion at the hands of numerous tribes over the three-season run of the show, but had drawn the line at bullet ants, allegedly calling it “absolutely mental.” Ruud Kleinpaste, world-renowned entomologist and host of the TV series Buggin’ with Ruud (in my opinion, one of the best and most underrated wildlife shows), has been stung and bitten by nearly every insect in the world. He received one sting from a bullet ant and broke down in tears, lost the ability to speak for hours, and claimed it was the worst, most intense and terrifying pain he had ever experienced. Steve-O and Chris Pontius from MTV’s Jackass and Wild Boyz attracted the attention of great white sharks while dressed as seals, used a ham to play keep-away with a pack of hyenas, and dressed as zebras outside a lion’s den, but when it came to the bullet ants, they received about five stings each before quitting, taking a huge amount of pain killers, and getting rushed to the hospital. They say that it was the dumbest, most painful, and terrifying thing they have ever done. Let that sink in for a minute. Steve-O – the guy who made himself shark bait by putting a hook through his chest and lip and got dragged behind a boat in shark-infested water, had an alligator snapping turtle, the animal with the strongest bite in the world, latch onto his ass, regularly stapled his genitals to his leg each night for the better part of a decade, and allowed himself to be chained inside a full-to-the-brim chemical toilet as it was inverted and shaken like a fecal-cocktail by an industrial crane, completely coating him in human excrement – said the bullet ant ceremony was the dumbest thing he had ever done, and he didn’t even come close to doing the full ritual.
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