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“There are a lot of strange ‘things’ happening in these United States (and other American countries), and a goodly number of them are described in Loren Coleman’s Mysterious America . . . out-of-place animals, ‘phantom’ cats, mystery kangaroos, mad gassers, and even The Jersey Devil himself. In short, it’s a potpourri, with something for almost any lover of the strange and the unusual.”
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“An entertaining and open-minded book. . . . A useful reference tool as well as a record of the unexplained.”
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INTRODUCTION

My body is soaked from trogging miles through heavy underbrush, literally drenched from my own sweat and the heavy mist in the forest. The object of my quest seems just ahead, around the next bend, right after that ridge. I’m after Bigfoot, and I push on. I’ve sunk waist deep in the swamps of southern Illinois, frozen overnight in a tent in the Trinity-Shasta area of California, looked at the stars from the Sasquatch Provincial Park in British Columbia, interviewed witnesses from Maine to West Virginia, Florida to California.

Bigfoot hunting has been my passion for over forty years. I’m convinced these creatures are out there to be discovered. A dream? I grew up with dreams. I am the son of heroes, the son of a city fire-fighter and a mother who speaks proudly of her Cherokee legacy, the grandson of a retired farmer who worked a field of dreams as the head groundskeeper for a minor league baseball team. I wanted to become a naturalist, in the original meaning of the word, and trek around the world seeking all sorts of animals. Instead, I did one better; I became a cryptozoologist, one who searches for new animals, yet to be discovered.

When I was young, growing up in Decatur, Illinois, I found myself outdoors all the time, camping, hiking, and, yes, at baseball games. My brothers and I, as kids, explored the “hollers and hills,” the local name for the wild parts near the edges of town and beyond. In the 1950s, those were the safe feral places farther out, past the trailers and the cemeteries, the swampy, rugged, unexplored, and forgotten lands unused by farmers and as yet undiscovered by developers. Animals used them as natural greenways to travel from place to place, unnoticed.

I explored these and gathered snakes, turtles, toads, and other animals for my summertime zoo. I would keep, observe, and then let the animals go. In preparing to be a naturalist, I wanted to handle the things I read about in the books by Roy Chapman Andrews and Raymond Ditmars. I had visions of being a zoologist, but never could I have imagined what awaited me.

I now look back on one March evening in 1960 as a critical juncture that changed my life. I was watching the broadcast on the local Decatur TV station of a science fiction movie, a Japanese picture entitled Half-Human: The Story of the Abominable Snowman (Ishiro Honda, 1957), about the search for the Abominable Snowmen in the mountains of Asia. It was fascinating, for even though I knew it was fiction, there appeared to be an underlying truth to this tale of an expedition in pursuit of an unknown species of hairy, upright creature. One does not pick their entry point into mysteries, I suppose; for me this just happened to be the one.

I went to school the next week and asked my teachers about this elusive, mysterious creature called the Abominable Snowman. They were discouraging and lacked interest. They told me that I was wasting my time on a “myth.” But their words did little to put out the fire in my belly. I was one very curious young man. I began looking for everything I could read on the Abominable Snowman. I discovered a large literature on the Yeti and soon found out, through the writings of Ivan T. Sanderson in magazines in 1959 to 1961, and in a book published in 1961, about North America’s version of the Abominable Snowman, the Bigfoot of the Pacific Northwest and the Sasquatch of Canada.

I started writing to people all around the world who were investigating and searching for these creatures. Soon, I was corresponding with more than four hundred people, including the likes of Ivan Sanderson, John Green, Peter Byrne, Bernard Heuvelmans, and others. Then I decided to do some research, to look for old newspaper reports about Bigfoot, to interview witnesses, and to go out in the field myself and seek out these creatures.

In his book Abominable Snowmen: Legend Come to Life, Ivan T. Sanderson mentioned some cases from the U.S. Midwest and South he liked to call Little Red Men of the Woods. This is where I would start, and before I knew it, I was interviewing witnesses and tracking the beasts in Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, and Kentucky.

My interest in Bigfoot led to some specific life decisions. For example, I picked my college and its location—Southern Illinois University in Carbondale—because folklorist John W. Allen had written of authentic sightings of these animals by a minister and farmers from the area’s bottomlands. I studied anthropology, minored in zoology, to have some scientific background to pursue these Bigfoot.

Sometimes my classes would suffer because I was hitchhiking deeper into southern Illinois to look into more cases, or to farther-away places such as Mississippi, to interview more witnesses. While I was in Carbondale from 1965 to 1969, I explored the swamplands of the area, ran down reports of strange, hairy creatures thereabouts, and spent endless hours in the microfilm sections of the libraries at SIU, as well as getting materials from Indiana University on local cases. I explored places that would later become familiar in Midwestern Bigfoot lore—Murphysboro, Chittyville, and other places in Little Egypt, as that part of Illinois is called.

I sent reams of material—raw reports, transcripts of eighteenth-century articles, and modern news clippings—to my correspondents. Eventually, I became Ivan Sanderson’s and John Green’s “man in the East.” Sanderson was so excited by what I was finding outside of the Pacific Northwest that he wrote in 1967, “Yes . . . Please . . . any reports you have . . . Little Red Men of the . . . or Giant Hairys of the suburbs. The whole bit is getting hotter and hairier by the month.” John Green and John Keel, among others, mentioned me in their books, as the source of many accounts I had forwarded their way.

Finally, in 1968, Lou Farish, a correspondent in Arkansas, suggested that I begin writing articles on my own. A year later, I began writing about Bigfoot in the Midwest. Soon Ivan Sanderson introduced me to Mark A. Hall, and John Keel introduced me to Jerry Clark. The old generation was mentoring the new.

In 1974, I constructed a cross-country trek, from Illinois to California, via a southwestern route, stopping at various locales that had histories of Bigfoot reports, from the Ozarks to the Sierras. I lived in California for parts of two years, working closely with George Haas and Jim McClarin, and meeting and discussing Bigfoot with many others, including René Dahinden, Archie Buckley, and John Green. When I decided to move back East for my long-delayed entry into graduate school, I once again used my journey as a way to see parts of the Bigfoot story, on-site, staying not in motels or RVs but in a sleeping bag, under the stars or, on rainy nights, in a tent. From the mid-1970s, from my base in New England, I continued to crisscross the country seeking Bigfoot and Bigfoot reports.

I have written much, consulted on documentaries about Bigfoot, and done more than that boy in Illinois could ever have dreamed. By the turn of the twenty-first century, I had been on treks, hikes, expeditions, and explorations in forty-eight states. I have canoed the backwaters of the Everglades, Okefenokee Swamp, Hockomock Lake, Honey Island Swamp, Caddo Lake, and dozens of other Bigfoot locations throughout the land. I have explored the most likely habitats of these creatures. I have climbed peaks from Yosemite to Fort Mountain, from the Trinities to Mt. Blue, looking for signs of Bigfoot. I have interviewed hundreds of Bigfoot witnesses. Four decades later, I’m convinced that ordinary people are having extraordinary but real encounters with these creatures, these hairy giants. This is what I now know about them.

Coast to Coast

The classic Bigfoot is a real animal living in the montane forests of the Pacific Rim, specifically the United States of America’s and Canada’s Pacific Northwest wilderness areas up through southern Alaska. There probably exists a much rarer Eastern subspecies or regional race of primates with distinctive behavioral and physical characteristics. The American Bigfoot, also known historically as Sasquatch in western Canada, has affinities to giant, hairy, apelike hominoids reported from the western mountains of Central and South America, as well as the forested areas of China, Tibet, and Indochina, although this volume will focus only on the North American variety.

It has been estimated that the population of Bigfoot in the Pacific Northwest is between two thousand and four thousand individuals, with the greatest concentrations around Bluff Creek, California, and with other random spots such as the Skookum Meadows region of Washington State getting routine visitations. I tend to think the number may be smaller, only 1500 Bigfoot.

Witnesses have reported seeing Bigfoot in groups, including females and juveniles, demonstrating that breeding groups do exist. Detailed descriptions of the young of the Bigfoot are rare, but we do find some records of encounters at the edge of forested areas abutting new human habitats.

In general, the upright Bigfoot ranges in height from six to nine feet at maturity, with the conditions of available light, temporal length of the encounter, and the hair covering of the animals causing an often exaggerated estimate of greater stature. Their hair-covered, stocky bodies have enormous barrel torsos, with well-developed buttocks in both genders, penises seen on males, and large breasts clearly visible on older females. The breasts are often reported to be hair-covered except for the nipple area. Their heads are relatively small and peaked with no visible neck or forehead, with a heavy brow-ridge that sports a continuous up-curled fringe of hair. Both genders exhibit a sagittal crest, the peaked ridge found in fossil hominoids and modern great apes, which runs from the front to the back of the top of the skull where the muscles of the jaws are attached. Their jaws project forward markedly. Canine teeth that are noticeable enough to be called fangs are only rarely reported in males. The skin seen on the faces of the young is generally light-colored, while that of older individuals tends to be dark. Their eyes are small, round, and dark.

The hair of Bigfoot is reported to be relatively short and shaggy with no difference in length between body and head hair. In the young, the hair is usually dark, moves into shades of red and brown with age, and finally, at extreme maturity, evidences some silver, as in male mountain gorillas (“silverbacks”). Among the eastern North American subgroup of Bigfoot, piebald, or “two-tone,” coloring has been reported.

Evidence of these animals, as their name implies, is often in the form of large tracks found in mud, sand, and snow. The Bigfoot foot has an hourglass outline and measures 4 to 9 inches in width by 113/4 to 20 inches in length. Unlike in the human foot, halfway down the Bigfoot foot is a “split-ball” or double-ball arrangement that is unique for these primates. Each foot has five toes, all aligned together, with some individual variation in number of toes either showing in the prints left behind or actually existing. Four-toed prints are rare but not unknown.

Bigfoot do not wear clothes of any kind and never display weapons or tools. They seem to nest in caves or beds made in the open and in trees. They appear to be vegetarian, though they have been seen to take small rodents and fish on occasion. Bigfoot are highly vocal, making high-pitched whistles, animal-like screams, howls, and such sounds as eeek-eeek-eeek and sooka-sooka-sooka.

Bigfoot are nocturnal, with sightings also at dawn and dusk. They are retiring, alert, and clever, generally avoiding humans, though firsthand encounters and native folklore plus a few modern reports indicate they have been known to kidnap humans. Bigfoot are intelligent. They appear to have a heightened sense of smell and avoid metal objects such as guns, cameras, and human dwellings in general. The Eastern variety has routine negative interactions with dogs, and an intriguing curiosity about such domestic animals as horses and cows. Sightings are scarcer than generally acknowledged, and close encounters in which good details are reported are extremely rare.

Undiscovered in North America?

Could a bunch of large, hairy, near-human ape-men, or hirsute giants, be living unfound in America? A parallel story, from just fifty years ago, suggests that this is a very real possibility.

The largest land animal in Canada, the wood bison, had been disappearing from all over North America for centuries when the last animals were officially declared extinct in 1940. Then in 1957, a wonderful discovery occurred. During a regular air patrol, federal wildlife officers flying over a remote part of the Wood Buffalo National Park, Alberta, spotted a small, isolated herd of two hundred wood bison. They had gone completely unnoticed for decades—and had kept physically and genetically separate from their cousins the plains bison, so familiar to Americans as the buffalo. The wood bison were found about one hundred miles from a new road being built from Alberta to the arctic circle and within fifty miles of a mission station that had existed for a hundred years. Inspection of these animals showed that they were indeed the last remaining pure wood bison (Bison athabascae), an enormous Ice Age species not known to exist in a pure strain anywhere else in the world.

The rediscovery of a hidden group of wood bison in a remote valley in Canada is as remarkable as the discovery of the coelacanth, the mountain gorilla, and the giant panda. I don’t believe those who insist that North America has no new secrets. One day Bigfoot will be officially recognized as a living creature.

I hope to see that day soon. In the meantime, the sightings continue, the number of Bigfoot seekers keeps growing, and the search is still afoot.


Part 1

Bigfoot Stomps into the Twenty-First Century




1 The Summer of Sasquatch

DATE: Monday, June 10, 2002

LOCATION: Near Sappho, Washington

Police investigate a reported Bigfoot sighting from a man living on Burnt Mountain Road, about thirty miles northeast of Forks. The man, whose name was not released, said he spotted the hairy, humanlike creature near his house.

“We were unable to locate, identify, or capture the Sasquatch,” Forks police chief Mike Powell told the Associated Press. An animal control officer checked the area but found no signs of the creature.

Local authorities noted this was not the first recent report in the area. They mentioned that the sighting happened in the same general area where, in June 2000, Gene Sampson found two sets of large footprints in the woods behind his home on the Hoh Indian reservation.

Clallam County undersheriff Joe Martin said he heard of Sasquatch sightings on the North Olympic Peninsula about once every five to ten years. “Out West, that’s not an uncommon thing,” he said.

DATE: January 16, 2002

LOCATION: Near Multnomah Falls, Oregon

An Idaho family has a run-in with a Bigfoot that almost turns into a roadkill. Linda Boydson claims she and her son came within inches of running over an unusually slender Bigfoot. Rounding a corner on the freeway at night, Boydson saw a “very, very skinny, nine-foot-tall, hairy man” standing in the slow lane. She remarked that the thing was bony, as if it needed to eat, but was otherwise muscular like a well-toned athlete. She nearly hit the creature.

  *  *  *  

There is nothing remarkable about these Bigfoot reports from 2002. Bigfoot sightings happen all the time in North America, especially in the Pacific Northwest. While the media may cite two or three reports per month during spring, summer, and fall, people are probably seeing Bigfoot and finding footprints at the rate of about ten unpublicized encounters a week. More than 550 reports a year. Year after year. Accounts of Bigfoot in America go back as far as this land is mentioned in history, and in legends and folklore long before that.

What’s remarkable about these reports is that, despite the overwhelming evidence for the existence of Bigfoot, the media and most scientists largely act as if the creature is a joke, a mass delusion. The truth is that at least one unknown species of primate exists in America. It’s a big story and it’s not getting the attention it deserves.

But it almost did in 2000. So many sightings were reported by the media in the summer of that year, with so much positive press attention, that it’s now referred to as the Summer of Sasquatch. The sightings actually began popping up in the papers in the spring.

On March 28, 2000, at about five-fifteen in the morning, James Hughes was delivering the little local newspaper, the Black River Shopper, along County Highway H, near Granton, Wisconsin, when he noticed a figure standing in the roadside ditch and carrying what appeared to be a goat. At first he took it to be a large man, but then he saw it was about eight feet tall and had an apelike face.

“He was all covered with hair, a real dark gray color, with some spots that looked a honey color. It was walking on two legs, and it was mighty, mighty big,” Hughes said. In its left hand it held what Hughes at first took to be a goat but later thought might have been a small sheep. But he was certain it was a dead animal. When the Bigfoot-like beast turned to look at him, Hughes said he floored the gas pedal and sped away, scared.

“I didn’t call it in [to the Sheriff’s Department] until the next day, because people would think I’m crazy. And I don’t drink, I don’t use dope, and I was wide-awake,” Hughes said.

Hughes finally did file a report with the Clark County Sheriff’s Department, and a deputy was dispatched to the scene but could not find any large footprints or other evidence. The Sheriff’s Department said Hughes gave a detailed description, but without tracks or other evidence suggesting a creature was in the area, the officers had to finally call off their searches.

In April 2000, two fly fishermen discovered a series of huge, humanlike footprints, seven miles apart along the banks of Colorado’s Eagle River. Bill Heicher, a wildlife biologist at the Colorado Division of Wildlife, evaluated the evidence and drew two conclusions. He told Theo Stein of the Denver Post that the tracks were not faked and were not made by a bear. Heicher observed, “It’s no animal that we know of.”

Reports of footprint finds and sightings then appeared throughout the Pacific Northwest. On May 7, 2000, campers found a set of Bigfoot tracks in the wilderness along the Sandy River, near Troutdale, Oregon. On May 18 at Grants Pass, Oregon, a motorcyclist told of having seen a Bigfoot beside Highway 101. On June 3 a family found large footprints on their property in Orting, Pierce County, Washington. Two days later, near Orting again, an elderly woman saw a hairy giant pass by her car.

Meanwhile, back East, on Friday, June 9, 2000, at approximately 7 A.M., a woman was driving to work on Route 30 between Jeannette and Greensburg, Pennsylvania, when she spotted a Bigfoot. She had slowed down to look at a car for sale when she turned to her right and spotted a creature six to seven feet tall standing on the back road, she told investigators Eric Altman and Stan Gordon. The creature was covered with black hair and appeared neckless. When the manlike creature crossed the stretch of road, she lost sight of it as it took three long strides into a nearby wooded area.

On June 16 giant bare footprints were found along the Mountain Loop Highway in Darrington, Snohomish County, Washington. On June 21 hikers climbing the 5,324-foot-high Mount Pilchuck, Washington, found huge footprints. And on June 24 large Sasquatch footprints were discovered in Washington State’s Olympic National Park, along the Sol Duc River.

Three days later Gene Sampson found giant footprints behind his home on the Hoh Indian Reservation, near Port Angeles, Washington. Hearing strange bam, bam noises, Sampson searched and discovered two different and distinctive sets of footprints, which he measured at fourteen inches and seventeen and a half inches in length, and seven and eight inches in width. Cliff Crook, a local Bigfooter, made casts of the prints. To the late Grover Krantz, a Bigfoot researcher and retired Washington State University anthropology professor, who examined them within days, the footprints on the Hoh reservation indicated the presence of one male and one female Sasquatch. Soon after Sampson’s encounter, a forestry manager for the Suquamish First Nation saw a Bigfoot in the forest on the Kitsap Peninsula in Washington State.

Then on July 1, the true media storm began when a psychologist reported seeing a Bigfoot while hiking with his family near the Oregon Caves National Monument, Selma, Oregon.

Grants Pass psychologist Matthew Johnson was squatting in the woods, near one of the monument’s backwoods trails, hiding behind a tree, taking a bathroom break, and keeping his family in sight. Then he heard grunting and smelled something strong and unpleasant.

“I turned my head quickly, and I saw this very tall, dark, hairy animal walk from behind one tree and over to another tree,” he told me.

The creature was watching his wife and children too, Johnson said. Terrified, he ran back to his family and hustled them away from the area. “I didn’t immediately tell them what I saw,” Johnson would repeat many times later to me and others. “I didn’t want to freak my kids out. I didn’t want to freak my wife out.” When the family stopped along the trail for a water break, Johnson just had to tell his wife. “I said, ‘You’re not going to believe this, but I saw Bigfoot.’ She said, ‘I believe you.’ ”

Johnson would later tell reporters such as Tim LaBarge of the Statesman Journal, “It was nothing else but a Sasquatch. I swear to God. I lived a lot of years in Alaska. I’ve been chased by a grizzly bear. This was no bear.”

Media attention to Dr. Johnson’s sighting was the big event of the summer, if one was to judge by how much newspaper, radio, and television coverage the sighting received. Johnson was interviewed widely, appeared on several morning and news programs, and was videotaped by filmmakers from around the world. His sighting was taken seriously, although some within the Bigfoot study ranks were upset that the press would treat a Ph.D. so nobly when the media ignores reports from truck drivers, farmers, and hunters every week.

The incident did catch the attention of some Bigfoot researchers in northern California, who spent parts of the summer retracing the Johnson family’s steps along the monument’s Big Tree Trail. Soon after the July 1 incident, investigator Scott Herriott and Bigfoot Field Researchers Organization’s John Freitas, accompanied by Park Ranger John Roth, followed the family’s path along the monument’s pathways. Johnson said they found a large “impression in the ground.” He termed it a partial footprint.

On July 3, near Concrete, Skagit County, Washington, hikers found giant footprints near Highway 20. Then in August 2000, two hikers forced by stormy weather to camp in the high wilderness north of Crested Butte, Colorado, emerged with quite a tale, reported the Denver Post. They told of having been shadowed for two nights by at least one Bigfoot that came close to their tent and camp.

The media kept covering the Bigfoot story as the summer ended. Chris Wright, who lives on the Mountain Loop Highway near Granite Falls, Washington, just wanted his midnight cigarette that Sunday night, September 24, 2000, according to Everett, Washington’s the Herald. But he got more than he bargained for—a close encounter with a Sasquatch.

“I was not a firm believer in Bigfoot,” Wright, twenty-nine, a broadcast communications tower manager, told local authorities. “But after last night, I’m rethinking that.”

Wright stepped out on the back porch of his residence near Iron Mountain rock quarry, lit his cigarette, and walked off the porch and into the yard. That activated the motion detectors, and on came his security lights.

“At that point, I heard a loud, high-pitched yell,” he recalled. “I turned and looked to my right and that’s when I saw him. I was looking right at the son of a gun.”

The beast was only seventy-five feet away from the tree line. The Bigfoot stood upright, about seven feet tall, was dark in color, and appeared to be covered with hair. “When the lights came on, he ran into the woods,” Wright said. “It sounded like a human running through the woods.” Being a hunter, Wright knew it wasn’t a bear: “Bears don’t run like that.”

Running back into his home, Wright went after his rifle.

“I have guns in a gun case, and I was going for them when I decided to wake up my roommate and tell him what I saw,” Wright noted. “At first, he sort of laughed at me. But then he could see how shaken I was, and he began to believe me.”

Herald reporter Leslie Moriarty interviewed Wright and learned that he had seen a television show on Bigfoot sightings a few weeks before the sighting. On that documentary, a recording of a Bigfoot yell was played.

“What I heard sounded just like that,” he told Moriarty. “That’s why I know this was Bigfoot.”

The next morning, Wright looked for footprints but found none. Granite Falls police received no calls about Bigfoot sightings that Sunday night. “I haven’t ever gotten any in the five years I’ve been here,” officer Rich Michaelsen said.

“I thought all those guys who said they saw Bigfoot were loony,” Wright said soon after his sighting. “But I know what I saw. . . . It had to be Bigfoot. Nothing else is that big or that tall.”

Meanwhile, the most dramatic event of the year was occurring just due south, also in Washington State, not far from Mt. St. Helens and Ape Canyon, where a group of Bigfoot hunters had set a trap for Bigfoot. Their effort would produce one of the most concrete pieces of Bigfoot evidence to date—the Skookum cast.



2 Strange Cast of Skookum

The Native American Chinook word Skookum, according to linguists, is another name for Sasquatch or Bigfoot, and settlers in the West employed it to name geographical sites. Over two hundred Skookum place names are found in Oregon, Washington State, British Columbia, Idaho, and Alaska. During September 2000, Richard Noll, Matt Moneymaker, and eleven other individuals on an expedition looking for evidence of Bigfoot made a remarkable find, as chance would have it, near Skookum Meadow in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest in southern Washington State. In a mud trap they created, they obtained a half-body print—literally a butt print—of a Sasquatch. If authentic, noted Benjamin Radford, editor of the Skeptic Inquirer, the cast would be “arguably the most significant find in the past two decades.”

A Powerful Name

More than three thousand years ago, the Chinook First Nation, Native American traders extraordinaire, dwelt at the mouth of the Columbia River, Washington. Their trade routes reached east as far as the central Great Plains, as far north as Sitka, Alaska, and as far south as the Monterey Peninsula and Taos, New Mexico. According to the records of the Hudson’s Bay Company, about 90 percent of all furs shipped to Europe and Asia passed through the Chinooks first. While the Indians today are practically extinct, their name survives in the trade language they created and used, known as Chinook jargon. It is composed of two-fifths Chinook, two-fifths other Native American tongues, and the remainder English and Canadian French. One of the first to record the language was the great Pacific Northwest anthropologist Franz Boas, in reports for the Smithsonian Institution, beginning in 1894. Authentic snippets of it can even be heard in the Clark Gable movie Across the Wide Missouri.

Of the one hundred or so Chinook words that remain today, perhaps none is more intriguing than Skookum. When Chinook was in its purest form, before 1790, the word Skookum appears to have simply meant “powerful,” according to Chinook historian Joel Freeman. A southwest Washington stream, Skookumchuck, for example, translates as “power water,” denoting a swift stream.

Others see a more direct link between Skookum and Sasquatch. In 1867, U.S. geodetic surveyor F. W. Brown of Tacoma would write in his journal of the humanlike monsters that left tracks and were seen by the natives near Mount Rainier and Boisfort Peak. The Indians called the monster Skookum Quash, or in English, “strong terror.” Bigfoot researcher and First Nation worker Henry Franzoni’s interest in Skookum goes back to his first experience with Bigfoot in 1993. At a place called Skookum Lake, Oregon, Franzoni and his companion encountered what he would later call the “Bigfoot phenomenon.” After his encounter, Franzoni began collecting Native tales and started noticing the links between Skookum and other names and the sightings of the creatures. Not coincidentally, Franzoni discovered that Skookum was another name for Sasquatch or Bigfoot. He has identified 214 Skookum place names all found in Oregon, Washington State, British Columbia, Idaho, and Alaska. It’s a common name in the Pacific Northwest, as common as reports of the classic Bigfoot or Sasquatch.

In the book Oregon Place Names, written in 1928, author Lewis A. MacArthur explained, “The Indians, particularly of the Coast Range region, were fearful of a number of lakes and localities that were supposed to be inhabited by skookums, or evil wood-spirits. Some of the lakes are still called Skookum lakes, others are called Devils lakes. Many Indians avoided these places and considered them haunted.”

In 1998, Franzoni outlined his thoughts about Skookum. “The modern Chinook jargon meaning,” he stated in an e-mail to me, “is ‘big, strong, and swift’ whilst the original Chinook village meaning is ‘Evil God of the Woods.’ Places have to be examined as to when they were named, and often a correlating old story has to be located to really suggest that a particular skookum place is worthy of our Bigfoot interest. A number of skookum places fit the bill just fine after being investigated though. Places like Mt. Duckabush in the Olympic Range was once named ‘Mt. Arleta’ by Lt. Patrick O’Neill, who led the second group ever across the Olympic Mountains in 1890. O’Neill mentioned in his diary that the native guides he had with him called it skookum and believed their gods lived on it. His native guides abandoned him and his group when a panther shrieked at their camp continuously one night. Oddly enough, most native peoples of the Olympic Peninsula did not venture into the interior, because they thought their gods lived there. There are some interesting parallels between some stories of the Himalayan Shangri-la and native legends of a hidden valley in the Olympics, guarded by Skookums. . . . The Chinook jargon does have many different interpretations for the word skookum depending on which expert is consulted. I used MacArthur’s 1924 definition, but for me the Bigfoot connection was strong once I went to a skookum place and figure that I stood ten feet from a smelly Bigfoot on my very first day of looking.”

Franzoni’s experience is remarkably similar to that of others. Paul Kane (1810–79), who was a well-known painter of Native Americans, mentioned in his journal entry of March 26, 1847, of hearing that Skookums at Mt. St. Helens, in what is now Washington State, had eaten a man. At Skookum Lake, Clackamas County, Oregon, Bigfoot was encountered in 1991, 1993, and 1995. As the twenty-first century was breaking, Kyle Mizokami, a former Bigfooter, who was on a casual hike at Skookum Creek, Washington, found two fourteen-inch-long Bigfoot tracks. The biggest prize, of course, was to take place at another Skookum place.

Imprint of the Century

When reports of twisted trees and hair alerted investigators to new activity in the spring of 2000, the Bigfoot Field Researchers Organization (BFRO) decided the Skookum Meadows area was a good location to search for Bigfoot. Frustrated by past searching there, they decided in September 2000 to get a group of specialists together to look anew and use a variety of techniques. Those there included tracker Richard Noll, psychiatrist and pheromone expert Greg Bambenek, zoologist LeRoy Fish, wilderness guide Jim Henick, local Gifford Pinchot Park guide Jeff Lemley, assistant Erin Lee, bait expert Thomas Powell, animal tracker Derek Randles, communications professional Alan Terry, and BFRO founder, director, and expedition leader Matt Moneymaker. Joe Beelart was the off-site equipment supplier, and a film crew from the British television series Animal X was along to see what they could find.

As the group established base camp on September 16, 2000, they were well prepared. They had infrared cameras, night-vision goggles, sound equipment, and a sexual attractant. Since no Sasquatch pheromone has ever been gathered, Bambenek (nicknamed Dr. Juice) created a mixture of human and gorilla scent. They placed samples of this special fragrance on trees near their camp, in hopes that a Bigfoot would come for a visit. They also set out fruit in and around a “mud trap” they constructed, in the hope of getting some Bigfoot tracks.

They also broadcast a sound recording of what was supposedly a Bigfoot call from California, recorded in 1999. Soon they heard “answers” to these screams. Rick Noll told reporter Mark Hume of the National Post that the responses “sounded sort of like a high-pitch scream by a woman, trailing off to a gurgle.”

On September 22, Noll, Randles, and Fish checked on the fruit “traps” and noted the fruit was gone from two locations. Whatever took the fruit from those places did not leave behind any footprints. When they came to what they called the Skookum Meadows “mud site,” however, the three noticed that half of the six locally grown apples were gone. They also noted the presence of older tracks of coyote, bear, deer, and elk.

Then, suddenly, Noll was startled to see another large impression at the edge of the muddy patch. Fish and Randles came over to view what Noll had found, and they all quickly agreed that it seemed to show an animal, indeed the animal they were pursuing.

Others from camp rushed to the site, and photographs and other recordings and measurements of the area were made. Noll was transporting some casting material, Hydrocal B-11, in his truck and thus had a larger amount than normal. A casting of this half-body print was taken by Noll, Fish, and Randles. Meanwhile, Lemley, Terry, and Bambenek helped in the making of the cast—holding a sun shade, retrieving water, lifting the cast out of the ground, and removing food debris and hair from the cast site. Moneymaker coordinated the whole effort.

It took 325 pounds of casting material to capture the imprint, while the crew from Animal X videotaped the event. The BFRO folks were stunned to realize that they had a good plaster copy of a Sasquatch’s butt, ankles, testicles, hip, thigh, left arm, and apparent hair on the body. They believe the impression was made as the creature sat down and reached over to pick up the bait. The imprint of hairy buttocks in the mud is the strongest hint yet that Bigfoot is roaming the American Pacific Northwest, according to the Bigfoot Field Researchers Organization, which sponsored the expedition.

Other evidence was gathered, such as portions of the apple the creature had chewed, to see if any Sasquatch salvia could be found.

Details of the events at Skookum Meadows were widely reported in daily newspapers, by Channel 5 in Seattle, and in the New Scientist. The media had a field day with the Skookum cast discovery, with several wire service stories playing with the obvious “butt” imprint humor in their headlines and articles. Nevertheless, a serious piece of the puzzle had been found, and the investigation kicked into full gear after the BFRO members returned from the rain forest.

Skookum Cast Analyses

One individual, Cliff Crook, a sometimes thorn in the side of the Bigfoot community and the former director of Bigfoot Central, quickly came forward and convinced some in the media to print his theory that the cast collected was nothing more than impressions from the chest or belly of a kneeling elk. Crook called the Skookum cast either the “Spoofem” or “Wapiti” cast. “Wapiti,” Crook e-mailed to Bigfooters across the country, “is the name given to the elk by the Shawnee Indian Tribe and means ‘white rump.’ ”

Crook didn’t convince many of his theory. In response, BFRO’s Richard Noll pointed to the fact that besides the hair of coyote and elk, unknown primate hairs and a Bigfoot footprint was found in the Skookum cast area. “The imprint,” Noll wrote to Bigfoot researchers, “is consistent with an animal that can use its forelimbs as leverage separate from the hind limbs in raising its body from a sitting position. There are no elk prints behind the heel marks, nor in the main body of the cast impression, as would be expected if it were a four-legged animal. It apparently could use one of its limbs to support its weight and thrust it out of the mud to leave this imprint.”

Meanwhile, Grover Krantz and others not on the expedition began to examine the Skookum cast. I got a chance to examine the cast of the leg imprint when Rick Noll showed it to me at a Bigfoot conference in 2001. And anthropologist Jeff Meldrum of Idaho State University also examined the cast. In an article published in New Scientist, Meldrum noted that the imprint seems to have been made by a large, hair-covered hominoid more than 2.5 meters tall. Meldrum found markings that look like human dermal patterns (such as those found on human feet) on the heel print. “All we’re trying to say at this stage is that there’s evidence that justifies objective consideration,” Meldrum wrote.

In rebuttals to the Skeptical Inquirer’s attacks on the Skookum cast, Sasquatch chronicler John Green stated, “Some of the holes in the mud, not readily identifiable in that form, turned out in the cast to be beautiful prints of huge, humanlike heels, complete with hair patterns on the Achilles tendon—good enough to cause the author of a text on primate anatomy to reverse a long-held opinion as to the existence of the Sasquatch. And those poor fools who have found the cast completely convincing include several people with relevant doctorates and careers, one of them considered by many to be the greatest field zoologist of our time. Primatologists at the Smithsonian Institution, on the other hand, have said they will not look at the cast even if someone drives clear across the country to show it to them. Who are the scientists and who are the believers?”

In June of 2002, the Discovery Channel gathered three noted anthropologists in an Edmonds, Washington, hotel to tape them examining anew and commenting on the Skookum cast. Financing for Sasquatch searches is wanting, but cable television subtly supports the efforts of interested parties in at least attempting to gather information and in scrutinizing the evidence. University of Washington professor emeritus Daris Swindler, American Museum of Natural History anatomist Esteban Sarmiento, and Idaho State University anatomy professor Jeffrey Meldrum were gathered together to investigate the cast of the imprint for the filming of a documentary on the science behind the search for the Sasquatch. The presence of Sarmiento, a functional anatomist who has concentrated on African gorilla populations and the study of hominid skeletons, constituted the first sign of interest in Bigfoot by the New York–based American Museum of Natural History.

David Fisher, a reporter for the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, was allowed to observe the anthropologists’ examinations. According to Fisher, one impression “lined with hair marks,” said Sarmiento, “could have been made by a huge hindquarters.” Meldrum pointed out for the camera that “a deep knob-shaped hole with a fluted groove running into it could have been made by the back of a huge heel jammed into the mud. Fine lines, reminiscent of the fingerprint patterns on human heels, are faintly visible.”

Meldrum feels all the evidence points to an eight-foot-tall Bigfoot’s having left the overall impressions at Skookum Meadows.

During 2002, zoologist LeRoy Fish and anthropologist Grover Krantz, both strong Skookum cast supporters, died. The Discovery Channel documentary, entitled Sasquatch: Legend Meets Science, was shown in January 2003. The program highlighted the scientific analysis of various pieces of purported Bigfoot evidence, including the Skookum cast.

As exciting a find as the Skookum cast is, the decisive quest still remains—for the animal that made the hairy-buttocks impression.

“Obviously, to me,” remarked Sarmiento of the American Museum of Natural History, “the ultimate evidence that this thing exists is if somebody found one and brought it back.”

“Bringing one back” to prove they exist has not always been the goal of people knowledgeable about Bigfoot. For the first people on the continent, the Bigfoot were simply cohabitants, the giant hairy neighbors in the woods.


Part 2

A Look Back



3 Native Traditions

Our knowledge of Bigfoot in America begins with Indian tales, folklore, and legend, which demonstrate a prehistoric knowledge of unknown hairy, erect primates on the continent.

The stories are familiar. Almost two centuries ago, native Indonesians passed along elaborate stories of their “wild men of the woods,” which today we know as orangutans, and native Africans told of their local “monster ape” (the ngagi and ngila) that allegedly kidnapped and killed natives, which is recognized by zoology today as the mountain gorilla. So too we have lessons to learn from the First Nations of North America about apes still in our midst. Their fantastic tales have an underlying reality that appears to point, oftentimes, to actual animals.

In a survey of native traditions of Bigfoot that Mark A. Hall and I first published in 1970, we wrote: “A vast folklore and a belief in a race of very primitive people with revolting habits is found from northern California up into the Arctic lands themselves. This tradition covers not only the whole stretch of the Pacific coast, but much of the rugged territory to the east, even into Greenland. Generally, these subhominids are described as very tall, fully haired, and retiring. Sometimes they are described as carnivorous.”

When Europeans colonized from the East to the West, their initial encounters were with the rare, eastern Bigfoot, which the natives they met spoke about. The first Americans acknowledged these hairy races, and their tales come down to us in the records that ethnographers, folklorists, and anthropologists have preserved in overlooked essays on hairy-giant legends and myths. Examining these closely, a pattern begins to emerge of Bigfoot revealed.

Eastern Traditions

In eastern North America, a specific subvariety of manlike hairy hominoid allegedly exists. It exhibits aggressive behavior, hair covering the face in a masklike fashion, occasional piebald coloring, an infrequent protruding stomach, and distinctive curved, five-toed sprayed footprints. (A few hominologists have labeled these unknown primates Taller or Marked Hominids, and others have written of them as Eastern Bigfoot. What may be in evidence is actually an Eastern geographic race, perhaps a subspecies, of the more classic Bigfoot, but more of that later.) They are inhabitants of the northern forests of the East. The local Native American, Native Canadian, and Inuit accounts discuss the ancient traditions of these hairy, humanlike beings with words special for each linguistic and tribal group. Nevertheless, a casual practice has begun to develop in the East in calling these hominids Windigo in association with a commonly used Native regional name from long ago. The Algonquian linguistic groups of the East and upper Midwest of the United States and lower Canada have used the terms Windigo, Wendigo, Weetigo, Wetiko, Wittiko, and other variant names for these reported giants of the bush covered in hair.
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