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  What people are saying about




  A Little Bigfoot: On the Hunt in Sumatra




  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




  If you loved Beast Hunter about the legends of mythical creatures, you’re going to love this book even more. It’s the “making of” told as only someone like Pat can. A true page turner!




  Haley Chamberlain Nelson, science journalist




  If I was lost in a Victorian-styled deep virgin jungle, surrounded by a variety of poisonous plants, venomous reptiles, and stinging flying insects, there’s no one I’d rather have by my side to help navigate me to safety than explorer Patrick Spain. Short of having Pat with all of us field workers for every trek, thank goodness we now have this remarkable insightful volume to open our eyes further.




  Loren Coleman, Director of the International Cryptozoology Museum and author of The Field Guide to Bigfoot and Other Mystery Primates
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  This book is for my grandmother, Nana Felecia. Nana read more than anyone I’ve ever met. Her apartment was stacked with books – floor to ceiling in most rooms, lining every wall. I loved it in there – the feel of those books. When she read what I’d written and told me it was “really good” it meant something special to me, and made me think I might actually be able to create something that other people would want to read.


  









  
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 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 preteen 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 Sumatra searching for the truth behind the mythical Orang Pendek, and bouncing around the country with my friends while 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.




  Sumatra is an incredible place – a place of unparalleled beauty, with wonderful people and amazing wildlife. I had some difficulties while I was there, but I love and respect the land, the people, and the animals, and feel privileged to have been able to experience it for myself. This shoot may have saved my life, and also threatened to end it on more than one occasion. 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 from 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 arrowheads 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 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




  Friends Don’t Bite




  In July 2010 I arrived in Java a little disheveled and tired, and completely unprepared for what the next two and a half weeks would bring. I was in Indonesia filming an investigation into Orang Pendek, the “short man of the forest” – a supposed species of tiny Bigfoot-like creatures that’ve been spotted on the vast chain of islands since time immemorial.




  The flight was uneventful. A layover in Frankfurt provided the opportunity for some German beers, eating donuts while making the obligatory “Ich bin ein Berliner” jokes, and people-watching before a cloistered few weeks with the same four guys. Being that it was only 8am German time, the dimly lit, vinyl-seated, mirror-walled bar we were drinking in was empty aside from a frazzled-looking South American couple with an infant. They were arguing – or, more accurately, he was staring at the floor while she bounced the baby and quietly berated him in rapid Portuguese. Even without knowing the language, you could tell the husband was not pulling his weight during this important first international excursion with the baby. He was useless – he knew it, his wife knew it, and I’d have to believe even his child knew it. The woman left, possibly to reassess her choice of life partner, and the man proceeded to prop the baby into a wobbly standing position, hold one of its tiny little ineffectual hands as the only support, and turn away to watch soccer.




  Twelve seconds later, as anyone observing could have predicted, the baby’s legs collapsed under its own weight and his still pliable little skull hit the bar top to the general horror of all watching. A resounding, “Ohhhhhhh noooo,” came from us, a much louder wail came from the child (after the horrific millisecond of silence in which babies turn their face into a grotesque old-man Halloween mask and stop breathing, prepping to let loose), and a completely terrified and muffled little, “Eyyy-ummmm-ahhhhhhhhh,” came from the utterly clueless father. He confusedly picked up the screaming child and put him in a baby-carrier, strapping him in to prevent any future falls. The mom came back, asking the logical, “What the fuck?” as she walked in, to which the father shrugged and gestured, “No idea, he just started crying,” and looked to our table for support. International “guy code”, perhaps? We provided nothing of the sort, so he quickly made his only decisive action of the day, ushering his small family out of the bar before his partner could see the game on TV and put the pieces together.




  After a few donuts and more than a few beers, we boarded the flight, stowed our overheads, and got our “in-flight” gear ready. Film crews and business people have flying down to an art. We are typically seen onboard with the barest of essentials, only those items that make 15-hour flights somewhat manageable. My one extravagance is a blow-up triangular monstrosity of a pillow. It rests on your lap and makes it super comfortable to sleep leaning forward on a crowded flight. You used to be able to find them in Skymall, now Amazon, but most people are too embarrassed to use them. Luckily, after 40+ years of nearly constant ridicule, I don’t get embarrassed.




  So we were prepped, the cabin door was closed, and we weren’t moving. Ten minutes passed, then 20, then 30, until finally the pilot came on and said, “We have to wait another 35 minutes, we have no idea why and it would be pointless to ask us, so please do not.” Gotta love the Germans. This would also basically sum up the next two weeks, although I didn’t know it at the time: “We have no idea why this is happening, so don’t ask.”




  Once in the air, the flight was unremarkable and relaxing. About an hour before we landed, we were all handed customs declaration cards, standard for international travel. I checked mine off – yes, I certify I don’t have any illegal drugs on me; no, I haven’t used illegal drugs recently; no, there are no illegal drugs in my system; no, I haven’t been in the presence of illegal drugs recently. “Wow,” I thought, “Indonesia really cares about drugs.” No, I’m not carrying more than 10,000 USD into the country, I have about $200 worth of goods that I plan on leaving in Indonesia, and then I reached a question I’ve never seen, and suddenly James, our sound technician, was at my side.




  “Do you think they’ll check my iPhone? I don’t think they’ll check my iPhone, right? Can they?” The statement on the custom form – “I certify that I am not bringing any pornographic material into the country” – was a new one for me, and apparently for James. I said my bet is that they won’t check our phones, but any “German reading material” that may have been purchased in the Frankfurt airport should not leave the plane. James agreed and returned to his seat. There may have been something special in the seat back-pocket for the next lucky travelers.




  We landed, joking about what may or may not be on our phones, and then realized that customs in Indonesia is no joke. The lines were pure chaos. People were screaming, guards were yelling and pointing, directing people haphazardly to one line or another. There were booths selling VISAs in case you “forgot to obtain one” for what appeared to be outrageous amounts of money, also with no guarantees that the VISA would be processed that day or that it would, in fact, serve as a VISA to get you into the country. There were also large, brightly-colored signs everywhere, stating, “If you have any trace amounts of any illegal drugs anywhere on your person, you will be killed.” Not, “You will be arrested,” not, “You will face prosecution,” but, “You will be killed.” And not one sign – lots of signs. Lots of big signs, in bright fluorescent colors reminiscent of eighties poster boards, everywhere, and in multiple languages. We glanced at each other and nervously made inappropriate jokes like, “I hope I washed my shoes after that party in St. Paul’s,” and “They can’t mean heroin, right? Heroin must be fine if it’s for personal use.” But we were all sweating. A fine welcome to the country. It reminded me of getting off a plane in Costa Rica for the first time. After you get your luggage, you’re funneled through this area with a life-size cutout of what appears to be a slightly overweight American businessman with a grin on his face and his hands in a “Hey now” kind of position. He has a word bubble coming out of his grinning toothy mouth that reads: “Pura Vida! Welcome to Costa Rica! Just a reminder, the age of consent is 18 in our country!”




  We each chose a different line to wait in. The crew had a running bet on who could make it through customs the fastest based strictly on the appearance of the customs operative. Generally, I sought out a grandmotherly figure. I smile, say very little, act respectful, etc. Barny (series producer) and James chose young, attractive women – they are both incredibly handsome and naturally smooth. My experience is that this can backfire horribly, but they are both much cooler than me. Alex (2nd camera and associate producer) always tried to find someone who looked like a parent and usually played it slightly befuddled. Despite being 6’10”, he can look like a lost child. Simon (main camera), possibly the toughest man I have ever met, would go for someone “who looks like they hate their life and could not care less about their job”. As usual, Simon won on this occasion, but in a sad way.




  We managed to make it through with our iPhones unchecked and our insane amounts of luggage arrived undamaged; and as an added bonus, no one was killed by the armed military guards for having partied a little too hard before leaving Bristol in England. It was then time to wait. One of the biggest misconceptions about filming is that it is nonstop adventure. In fact, there is a lot of stop. Everything is crazy busy – rushing, running, yelling, laughing – then stop, wait, sometimes for hours, sometimes days. A car has broken down, a camera won’t work, we’re picking up a plane on audio, we’re picking up a dog on audio, we’re picking up a goat on audio, the fixer has disappeared, the man you’re supposed to interview has disappeared, there’s a child picking their nose in the background, there’s a man pooping in the background – lots of waiting. This time, we were waiting for our fixer. A fixer is a person who serves as translator, liaison to various governmental organizations, transporter, guide, and finder of meals and places to sleep. I love nearly every fixer I have ever met. It is a prerequisite for the job that they must be a person everyone likes hanging out with. There are some fixers that you know are ripping you off, but you still like them. There are fixers that love to treat you like a gullible tourist (“All locals drink horse semen! It makes you strong!”), only to crack under more questioning and bring you in on local secrets (“Of COURSE we don’t drink horse semen! But it makes us laugh to see people try it!”). And you like them, even though they just tried to convince you to drink horse semen (true story). Fixers are also often responsible for your life, keeping you out of prison, cleaning up after any unintended and embarrassing faux pas you have made, and generally getting you everything you need in the short amount of time you spend in their amazing and often chaotic part of the world. They are the real heroes of all of my stories.




  While waiting outside the airport I saw a man who looked, and was dressed, exactly like Kim Jong-il. That is not a look you achieve by accident. It’s not something where you get a new haircut, shaved high on the sides, put on your freshly pressed grey-khaki jumpsuit, and throw on some absurdly oversized glasses, then catch yourself in the mirror as you’re walking out the door and say, “Huh. I didn’t really notice it before, but...” What was this man thinking? I kind of wanted to get into his head, but realized anyone who purposely tried to look as much like Kim Jong-il as possible was probably not a person I should approach in a strange airport. We took some obligatory photos in front of the “No pooping in the street” signs because we are 12-year-old boys. We were also approached by dozens of people selling “real American Rolexes” – which was funny on a few levels.




  Our fixer showed up in a minivan that would make any soccer mom proud, and I immediately wanted him to be my Asian uncle. He was like an absurd parody of an Indonesian man – a tiny, round, balding, raunchy, sweaty, chain-smoking, little mustachioed man in a white suit. I could barely understand a word he said when he talked about anything other than how much money we owed him. He had a cooler full of beer (I genuinely loved him then) and “Pocari Sweat” drinks in the car. The first ingredient in Pocari Sweat was “air”, so I figured it must be okay. When I went to open one, Uncle Jimmy – yes, my wish was granted when he said, “My name is Mr. Jimmy, but you can call me Uncle Jimmy,” then hugged each of us – grabbed my wrist, looked me dead in the eyes, and told me I owed him $2, US. He then laughed like it was the best joke ever, then stopped, looked serious, and repeated, “$2, US,” and wrote something in a little pocket notebook – most likely, “$5, US” – looked up, smiled, and hugged me again.




  He talked nonstop on the way to our hotel, telling us he could get us “anything, anything you want. A Rolex? Real Rolex! Something better? ANYTHING!” It started to get a little weird, because I began to think he really meant it. As a general rule, I do everything I can to avoid spending time in a foreign prison, and no matter how many winks and nods I got from Uncle Jimmy I was not going to consider the possibility of a dual episode of Beast Hunter and Locked Up Abroad. The one thing I did want, which was perfectly legal although a little odd, was humanely sourced, cage-free Kopi luwak – the civet poo coffee. Of course Uncle Jimmy could supply it! For an additional fee.




  He drove through the winding, overcrowded streets of Java to a hotel that he “had prepared special for us.” He also promised a delicious meal that he “had prepared special for us,” and again, “anything else we wanted,” which, with its implications and his raised eyebrows, was definitely getting weird. The streets of Java are a writhing sea of vespas, dirt bikes, motorcycles, and amalgamations of the three best described as somewhat motorized, two-wheeled transport vehicles laden with goods, produce, and people. Yes, people – multiple individuals (sometimes entire families) on two wheels, oftentimes with goods and children in their arms. Steering can be done with any body part available. They careen in and out of what would be called lanes in the Western world, but here are barely guidelines. Miraculously, there are very few accidents, despite the constant sound of horns. Horns are used in Indonesia for communication, to make others aware of you, rather than to scream loudly at the Prius in front of you, as in the States. (I drive a Prius and am on the receiving end of a massive amount of Prius hate from the SUV and pickup driving population, though, of course, my car is fueled by childlike optimism and a sense of superiority so I kind of deserve it.) After the first of many stops at a government office to once again “confirm all of our paperwork is correct” (i.e. hand over money to Uncle Jimmy, who would turn over a portion of it to people in uniforms) we arrived at the hotel. It was probably 7 or 8pm and we were looking forward to that meal which had been “prepared special for us”.




  It turned out that, not only was there no special meal, there was in fact no hotel booked. A few phone calls back to England to the amazing, wonderful, patient, lovely, extremely talented, and very much asleep Anna at Icon Films, our production company, brought the truth to light that Uncle Jimmy had cancelled our room reservations, pocketed the money somehow, and failed in his attempt to rebook us in different, “special” accommodations. James, Barny, and I were asked to wait in the lobby for three hours while “things get sorted”. We periodically visited the misleadingly named “gift shop”, which didn’t sell souvenirs as much as toiletries and Western magazines – Cosmopolitan, Time, Good Housekeeping, etc. – hidden, black-boxed, and redacted as if they were porn. We did find that they had Playboy, but with no pictures – this was the only place where you could honestly say you were getting Playboy “for the articles”. Just as we were starting to get a little frustrated it was announced that we had rooms and the promise of food by a slightly red-faced Alex, whose temper was just dissipating after a heated conversation with Anna, Uncle Jimmy, and the hotel staff. Icon had agreed to pay more than the original rate they had negotiated and would “work out the details” later to recoup the money Uncle Jimmy had pocketed. An unashamed and very enthusiastic Uncle Jimmy kept telling us how much better his deal would have been for us. Alex did not seem to agree, but the promise of food put us all in good spirits and we went upstairs with a young man who led us to our likely overpriced accommodations.




  My room was pretty standard for Beast Hunter shoots – dubious sheets with a slightly greasy feel, rock-hard mattress, mold smell/visible mold in places on the wall, but a working AC unit! Four stars. What was missing, however, was toilet paper. By this point in my travel-filled life I was used to all types of bathrooms. I always carried my own TP and knew all about bidets, hoses, squat toilets, etc. Hotels were where I generally stocked up on toilet paper, and I was disappointed not to find any. I went to the lobby and found Uncle Jimmy. Here was his chance! Anything I want?, he wanted to know.
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