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What people are saying about


The Mongolian Death Worm: On the Hunt in the Gobi Desert


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


Pat is a natural storyteller on screen, but this takes the stories we’ve seen to a whole new level. This is an incredibly immersive deep dive into the cultures and experiences of making a film that you won’t be able to put down once you’ve started.


Rob Nelson, Biologist and Filmmaker
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This book is for my wife Anna and our kids, Luna and Wally. Let’s go on an adventure, I’ll bring snacks.









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 are 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 Mongolia searching for the truth behind an animal whose name sounds like a metal band – the Mongolian Death Worm – 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.


Mongolia is amazing – the people, the sites, the wildlife. Aside from the bottom of the ocean, the Gobi Desert looks the most like an alien landscape of the places I’ve been. At times, it felt like Tatooine. I love and respect the land, the people, and the animals, and feel privileged to have been able to experience it for myself. There is some pretty inappropriate humor in here. Please take it for what it is – humor – 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 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


Dance, Dance Now, Dance like an Eagle


The reality of the situation I found myself in didn’t really sink in until I felt a cool breeze on my inner thighs. I was, in fact, really standing there, wearing bikini briefs, upturned, pointy-toed, fancy boots, a bedazzled off-the-shoulder shrug, and a very phallic-looking hat, about to wrestle a giant Mongolian man in front of hundreds of nomads, in the middle of the Gobi Desert – a debacle that was being filmed for international television. Having quickly come to terms with that fact, my next thought was, “If I move my leg even slightly too high, this episode is going to be NC-17.”


I was three days in on a shoot for the TV series Beast Hunter – a National Geographic Channel production helmed by Icon Films searching for the truth behind some of the world’s most persistent wildlife legends. This episode was about my hunt for an animal with the distinction of having the greatest name in all of cryptozoology – the Mongolian Death Worm – and we were already behind schedule. On day one, none of our luggage or film equipment had arrived from Moscow, and no one at the airport in Ulaanbaatar seemed surprised. In fact, they were very interested in why we were surprised. They told us that oversized luggage is always one day behind – in other words, yesterday’s luggage arrives on today’s flight, always. This was, in my opinion, an interesting way of doing business. The immediate issue was that we couldn’t leave the sprawling Soviet Bloc-style capital of Mongolia for two nights. I wasn’t complaining, as this meant I could enjoy an extra day of flushing toilets (although they smelled horrible – I really don’t know how an indoor toilet could possibly manage to smell worse than a long drop in equatorial Africa, but here we were), showering (I was soon to break my previous record of eight nights without any water touching my body), and hotel food which included generic Laughing Cow rip-off cheese bits called Paprika Happy Cow, and featured a super-trippy image of a manic-looking cartoon cow that seemed to be in the midst of a mental breakdown on the front.


Without our gear there was very little productive work we could do, so we spent the day exploring possible filming locations, drinking, and getting to know our guide and fixer, Batzorig, a young Mongolian man to whom we would be trusting our lives for the next couple weeks. Batzorig (like many Mongolians) seemed to combine the best stereotypical physical attributes of his Russian and Chinese neighbors. He had a round face with a well-defined jawline and high cheekbones, was not large but solid and strong. Batzorig was good-humored, perpetually smiling, and though quick to laugh, could also be stern and serious. He always had a good story, loved his country and really enjoyed sharing it with us crazy Westerners. His accent was unique, but close to stereotypical Russian. The Mongolian language is very guttural and, in Batzorig’s own words, “requires you to sound like you are coughing and hurting your throat” to properly pronounce anything. And he could drink. Vodka was, of course, the drink of choice, and we imbibed quite a bit. Chinggis was the most popular brand and led to a startling discovery – Genghis Khan, debatably the most famous Mongolian of all time, was not named Genghis Khan.


Batzorig explained that like so many Smythe’s before him, Genghis Khan was the victim of name-Westernization. When Europeans recorded the history of Khan’s conquests (a source of pride for many Mongolians to this day), they made a couple of clerical errors, turned the “C” into a “G”, and turned “Chinggis” into “Genghis” and, according to Batzorig, “The Mongolian people were too polite to correct them.”


“For centuries?” James, our sound technician, asked, stunned. James, the most positive person I’ve ever met, was the sound recordist for every episode of Beast Hunter. He is five years younger than me, exceptionally handsome, blonde-haired, blue-eyed, scruffy-bearded, incredibly bright, has been everywhere and seen everything, and is nearly always in a fantastic mood. Basically, everyone at Icon is amazing and some of the greatest, most talented people I’ve ever come across. But even among this group of superhumans, James is a standout. Not only is he talented in literally all aspects of production (he directs, produces, edits, writes, is a cameraman, sound recordist, drone operator, first responder, and general tech for all equipment), but he’s an amazing guy and a great friend. He’s hysterically funny – VERY inappropriate, but extremely respectful to every person he comes into contact with. He always asks for people’s names, and actually listens and pays attention to whomever he is speaking with. His partner Jen is just as kind, talented, and wonderful, and they have two amazing girls who will probably never appreciate how lucky they are to have these two as their parents.


Batzorig replied, “Eh, it isn’t that big a deal to us. We call him Chinggis, you call him Genghis. Who cares? He is still the same man.” This was a small glimpse into the incredible kindness of the Mongolian people. For a culture often associated with an ancient warlord, it may surprise people to hear that the nomads we lived with were the most generous, inviting, and compassionate group of people I have ever had the pleasure of getting to know. There was a poorly translated Mongolian tourism magazine on the plane to this lovely country, and when describing the Mongolian people it said, “They have good hearts, but angry faces,” and “None of them hate you as much as you think they do.” I never thought any of the wonderful Mongolians we stayed with hated us, even a little.


Batzorig brought us to a giant outdoor market far outside of town to purchase various trinkets. Our crew loved trinkets – the cheesier the better. We all had collections of bizarre statues, fridge magnets, “art”, and other “tat”, as the Brits call it. Batzorig tried in vain to teach me a few Mongolian words on the way. The word for the death-worm was particularly troubling and generally left my mouth with a sound similar to that which one might make while hacking up a fingernail lodged in the tonsils. As our 1970s’ “luxury” minibus approached the market, my Mongolian little improved, the traffic came to a sudden stop. People were approaching from all directions in many different Soviet-era vehicles, goods-laden carts, and motorbikes. Batzorig explained that this was a popular weekend activity for families and people came from miles around to shop, eat, sell their stuff, and hang out at the mix of flea market, food court, produce bazaar, and antique dealer. He warned us that if we were going to get robbed in Mongolia, it would be here. Pickpockets were the main scourge of the market.


We parked and Laura, our associate producer, handed out our Mongolian money – about 45,000 tugriks each, or $25 US. She had converted it for us in the backroom of a shady bodega earlier in the day on Batzorig’s recommendation. He said she would get the best exchange rate here because he “knew the guy”. He parked in a back alley and insisted we all wait in the car, before escorting Laura to the backroom to oversee the bartering process. After the deal was done, a few of us decided we actually wanted a little more spending money and stopped at a normal currency-exchange kiosk in the center of Ulaanbaatar. We received about half as many tugriks to the dollar for our trouble. With cash in our pockets we were like little kids at a carnival. We bought some “ancient Mongolian artifacts” that Batzorig told us were definitely fakes, some weird little statues of fat wrestlers, jewelry, various camel-hair trivets, kids’ toys, and a couple sets of “goat ankle bone fortune tellers” called “shagai”, which consisted of a model ger (you know the Mongolian yurt you stayed in at that eco-resort? It’s another bastardization of their language – they are actually called “gers”) made of wood, a 3” x 5” camel-hair “rolling” mat, four goat ankle bones, and a hilariously translated guide to reading your fortune based on how the bones fall after you roll them.


The instructions for this ancient art were printed on a glossy directions sheet, and I have to believe that something was lost in translation. They started with the story of a man who lost a horse, who then, for reasons unexplained, threw some animal ankle bones a number of times until the bones told him (again, unexplained how they told him) that the horse was “inside him” and safe and would come back in two days. And guess what, everyone? It was safe! And it did come back in two days! No word on whether it had been inside him. This man then told everyone he knew that they should throw ankle bones to learn extremely accurate and specific future predictions about their life. The instructions went on to say that all one had to do to learn their future was to whisper a question to the bones, then throw them. The way they fell could then be compared to an equally confusingly translated chart to learn the answer.


The bones are roughly four-sided and each side has a name — Horse, Camel, Sheep, and Goat. Four sides and four bones mean, mathematically, that there are only 35 possible non-repeating permutations. Each of those combinations (horse, camel, sheep, goat for instance) had a corresponding prediction — actually, only 32 of them did, and there was a note reading: “If you roll something other than these combinations, roll the bones again”.


After whispering a few questions to the bones, such as “Will Beast Hunter be a massive hit?” and “Will we find a beautiful Mongolian woman who has a thing for British film crews?”, we received our incredibly confusing answers:


“Gossips and quarrels”


“More gossips and bad quarrels”


“Things are on your side, but not completely”


and


“Outside force will influence you”


We were happy to find that “One will come and arrive soon” when we asked the pretty-lady question, but alas, just as we had no gossip or bad quarrels, we also had no women under the age of 85 visit our camp.


We refrained from buying anything that had the potential to get us detained at the airport, or that we had some moral qualms with, like the preserved head of a golden eagle or various other endangered species parts, snake wine (a dead snake in a bottle of vodka), and “inactive” Soviet-era bombs, grenades, and AKs. I did purchase an “ancient Buddhist knife”, at which Batzorig just shook his head and smiled, saying, “I hope this wasn’t much US money.” It was not much US money, but did almost get me detained in Moscow on the way home. I also bought my wife, Anna, an “ancient Mongolian necklace”, which received a similar response from Batzorig and has never been worn by her.


While part of the trip to the market was for tat, we did have a mission, and was one the Brits on the crew found hysterical. They dubbed it “Operation Pat’s Pants” – “pants” being British-English for underwear. We needed to get me a special outfit and some underwear to go with it. Our production team had a plan to quickly indoctrinate me into Mongolian nomadic culture/society and it involved large, sweaty, nearly naked men and some tighty-whities. I was going to wrestle in the Naadam festival, also known as “The Three Games of Men”, and I needed to look just right for my big day.


Naadam is the biggest event of the year for the nomads of Mongolia. It’s a festival, carnival, marketplace and excuse to get together with “neighbors” who might live a couple hundred miles away. We referred to it, as respectfully as possible, as “festivus” because of the feats of strength associated with it. Unlike most holidays in the US, the main event at Naadam is the competitions – the Three Games of Men in fact: archery, horseback riding, and wrestling. Women have started participating in the first two, but there are no female wrestlers. Each event is a throwback to the Mongolia of antiquity where the participants don traditional clothing and use ceremonial equipment, sometimes handed down for countless generations. Before we left for Mongolia, the series director had sent me an email that said simply, “Get ready,” with a picture of a very buff Mongolian man wearing super-fancy boots, a tiny Speedo, a beanie hat that appeared to have a golden penis rising from it, and a bedazzled “shirt” that only covered his shoulders, with a rope tied around his bulging six-pack abs.


I thought he was joking. He was not. Batzorig was very excited for me to wrestle. He said it was a great honor for the town to have me, “a famous American”, participate. I tried to dissuade him of this misconception but he kept insisting how much Mongolians love Nat Geo. It was humbling, and I told him it was I who was honored to be invited to participate, and hoped I wouldn’t do the tradition an injustice. He assured me that as long as I looked the part, people would love me. He said that we could get everything we needed at the market. When I asked about the efficacy of the Speedo, he said with no embarrassment, “Some men wear nothing under them, but this is risky. Pieces may fall out and everyone laughs. It is very funny and part of the joy of the games.” If I wanted to prevent “pieces” falling out, he recommended tighty-whities, which I did not own, being a boxer-brief guy. Thus, “Operation Pat’s Pants” was born.


We wandered through the market, picking up our trinkets and a few old Russian military uniforms to use in reenactments later in the episode, and finally found my “pants” at a stand selling undergarments. Laura made a big scene of asking the kind old woman at the stand what size she thought I’d need, stating that I only knew American sizes. She held various-sized briefs up to my crotch before selecting the one she assured us would offer me the most support and comfort. Then it was time for the wrestling outfit. We located a few stands selling what we would need. I was told that the “shirt” was called a “zodog” and looked the way it did for a very particular reason. According to legend, at some point in history a wrestler beat everyone in the competition, then ripped open their zodog to reveal her breasts, showing everyone that she was a woman. From then on, the zodog has had to be open-fronted so that you can see the wrestler’s chest. No one seemed to know why they needed this complex article of clothing rather than just going shirtless, which also exposes your breasts, if you have them, or just letting women compete since, you know, it’s the twenty-first century.


The briefs are called “shuudag” and are designed for increased mobility and to prevent another wrestler from grabbing any loose clothing. I assume this is why Hulk Hogan also wore Speedos all through the 1980s, and not just to mentally scar a generation of children. There was no risk of anyone grabbing any loose bits in these briefs. They were tight. The boots were called “gutal” and were designed specifically for wrestling, with leather strings on the sides rather than upfront. The boots were beautiful, but unfortunately out of our budget, so Batzorig said I could borrow a pair from another wrestler on the day of the event.


The hat that appeared to all our eyes to be adorned with a golden phallus was intended to strike fear in your opponent, a strategy also employed by proboscis monkeys who wave their genitals at other males as a threat. The protrusion ended in a knot, which was supposed to symbolize you tying your opponent like a pretzel. I saw no chance of this happening, but, I would look the part.


The stand we finally settled on was run by an older woman and her attractive daughter, who looked to be about 25. As a general rule, Mongolian people are beautiful. Many of the people we met would be extremely successful models in America with their tall, muscular frames and unusually angular yet round faces. Batzorig seemed to know these two and struck up a conversation. The woman looked me up and down and tossed me a shirt and briefs, then continued speaking in Mongolian to Batzorig. The conversation paused and he looked at me and said, “Well?”


“Well what?”


“Are you going to try them on?”


“Oh, yeah, I guess I should. Where do I do that?”


“What do you mean?”


“Is there a changing room or something?”


“What is this changing room?”


“Where do I try them on?”


“What do you mean? Try them on, please. We need to make sure they fit. C’mon.”


“Um, right here? Is that okay?”


We were standing in a very crowded outdoor market with hundreds of people all around us. I guessed this was no time to be modest. I stripped off my shirt and tried on the zodog. It certainly revealed my chest. There was no way I could hide boobs while wearing this. It was sort of a belly-shirt, like Tommy on the cover of the first Ramones album, but with the entire front removed. It covered my shoulders and arms, and half my back. The young woman giggled and helped me tie it. They tossed me a few hats before finding the right size and commenting on my smaller-than-anticipated head.


So there I stood, in my zodog, golden phallus hat, and oversized camouflage cargo pants. My crew and the two women looked at me expectantly. It was clear it was time to ditch the pants. I dropped my pants and was grateful that I was wearing black boxer-briefs underneath. It still felt strange. They tossed me pair after pair of shuudags and kept reminding me that, “they are supposed to fit very snug. You don’t want any pieces to pop out.” The woman and her daughter helped tie the sides of each pair (they have rope on the sides that tighten them), and remarked that I looked “very fierce”. As James, Laura, and our cameraman Brendan went into fits of laughter with each pose I struck, I felt far from fierce. I was, after all, wearing tiny blue or red bikini briefs over a pair of black boxer-briefs. I had settled on a blue zodog and asked if the shuudag needed to match (both traditionally come in either blue or red). Batzorig thought this was very funny, but never answered my question. I ended up with both in blue, but a red, black, and gold hat. The best wrestlers’ hats had yellow lines on them indicating their rank – the more lines, the higher the rank. My hat would be bare.


I had my uniform, we had our tat, and we were ready for Naadam. On the way back into the city where we would hopefully be reunited with our luggage and catch a plane to a rural outpost in the inner Gobi Desert, Batzorig gave me wrestling advice. He told me about the history of the games and their significance in their culture. He encouraged me to listen to the songs that the wrestlers and the crowd sang in response (I was reassured that I would not be expected to sing) which were very poetic and compared the wrestlers to beautiful eagles, sunrises and sunsets, told the stories of Chinggis’ horses, and told a story about a man who shot his younger brother because he thought he was a gazelle while he was wearing his traditional wrestling outfit. I didn’t really understand that last part, but it sounded moving none the less.


He told me about strategy and past high-profile wrestlers. I found that the top wrestler in the country is carried on the crowd’s shoulders and presented to the president of Mongolia, who bestows on him the greatest title in all sports – “The Undefeatable Giant of the Nation”. I wanted to be the Undefeatable Giant of a Nation, but there was little chance of my winning even one match, and even if I somehow managed to win at our games, because I was competing in a “country” match – meaning far outside the capital – the highest title I could be granted was “Soum’s Elephant”, which was still pretty awesome. I learned that wrestlers have a coach of sorts called a zasuul, and whose main role is to hold the wrestler’s hat (which contains the wrestler’s soul while they wrestle) and slap their butt if they seem tired. Again, I didn’t really understand any of this, and was now certain I would make a fool of myself – the best possible outcome seemed to be me losing without insulting the crowd.


Our team assured me that wrestling was a good strategy. They said that just by participating I was sure to earn some favor in the eyes of the locals. Since it was exceptionally unlikely that we would find a death worm, our best bet for the purposes of filming was to find people who had seen it and interview them, then, if they told us a detailed enough story, we could put a reenactment over their words and show the viewing public what they had experienced. The purpose of this series was less to “find” the beast in each episode and more to “hunt” it – to tell its story, bring it into the light, show why its story is important to the people we were with, and the place we were in. As a Nat Geo series, sense of place was always critical. No one on the crew had grown up in these locations, though – no one knew enough to provide the cultural and historical context for the remarkable stories we were hearing. We relied on the folks we interviewed and our amazing fixers for that. My main job as the host was to always make the person I was interviewing feel comfortable and open – to show them respect and gain their trust. I needed them to treat me like an old friend and spare no detail. The cultural divide here was huge, as was the language barrier. Each episode challenged the producers and me to come up with a way to bridge this chasm. It usually involved me eating some gastrointestinal-distress-inducing foods or making a fool out of myself – and Mongolia would be no different. If I participated in traditional Mongolian wrestling, win or lose (I want to stress here that no one, at any point in the planning or execution of this, thought I would win – no one. Not the crew, my wife, Batzorig, or myself), I would show everyone we met that I was respectful of their customs and happy to put myself through just about anything to be a part of their world, even for a moment.
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