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			Introduction

			Which Came First, the Legend or the Beast?

			“In cryptozoology we are studying legends. Legends are the smoke above the fire.”

			—Loren Coleman, Cryptozoologist, 2018

			IN DECEMBER 1991, I trudged for days around a frosty corner of southeast Wisconsin to interview people who claimed to have seen what they said looked like a fur-covered werewolf on a rural byway known as Bray Road, just outside of the small city of Elkhorn. And yes, they did say “werewolf,” and no, that did not send me running for silver bullets. Looking into topics of local interest was my job as a reporter for the county’s weekly newspaper, The Week, based in Delavan, Wisconsin, so I was trying to keep an open mind. It wasn’t easy. Area residents were saying they had seen what looked like a large wolf walking or running on its hind legs, eating chunks of road-killed animals held in its upturned paws, and generally acting in ways that normal eastern gray wolves were not known to act. Moreover, there hadn’t been a known population of wolves breeding in and inhabiting southeastern Wisconsin for many decades. None of it seemed likely.
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					The author’s rendition of a goat man

				
			
			As I listened to stories of encounter after encounter, however, told by what seemed to be sincere and sober citizens, my mind reached for possible explanations of impossible claims. Were eyewitnesses seeing an actual wolf gone bipedal for some odd reason? Most of the alternatives I could conjure up also seemed unlikely. I had heard folktales of other manimals, such as Maryland’s Goat Man, that had supposedly become mutant monsters due to genetic experiments. Folktales and legends are generally not considered proof of anything, however.

			There was also speculation that the creature could be something ghostly, more akin to the spectral black hounds of the British Isles than to a Hollywood-style human with fangs and fur. I even had to consider the chance that there was no real creature, no true sightings, just a hoax perpetrated by unknown jokers, perhaps.

			After all, the long, cold winters of the Dairy State have been blamed for all sorts of odd behavior among its residents. Certain Wisconsinites have gained notoriety for activities ranging from the sublime to the shocking: from late-blooming, self-taught artists who spend long evenings by the fire creating visionary sculpture from rusty metal and concrete, to cannibalistic serial killers Ed Gein of Plainfield and Milwaukee’s Jeffrey Dahmer. Admittedly, Gein and Dahmer were motivated by much more than ice and scant daylight, since psychological derangement figured prominently in each case. But the peculiar nature of their crimes was seriously weird—what I call bad weird, as opposed to good weird—in the extreme.

			After listening to the Bray Road witnesses in person, however, I finally decided that no matter what the origin of the mystery creature sightings, the stories had already spread far enough locally to have reached campfire-tale status. That meant the phenomenon I’d dubbed “The Beast of Bray Road” could be considered folklore in the making. I realized I’d been given a rare opportunity to observe and document the birth of a new legend, and I felt obliged to record whatever I found for future reference.

			Back in 1992, the likeliest scenario to my mind was that the upright creatures were just what they looked like: flesh-and-blood wolves or wolf-dog hybrids that were able to walk upright and often did. The ability to walk on hind legs, or bipedalism, is not a supernatural act for animals, but it is unusual. When seen in the wild, bipedal locomotion usually indicates an injured forelimb. Given healthy limbs, and YouTube videos of dancing dogs aside, quadrupeds rarely live their lives in a vertical posture, since their skeletal frames are not designed to support their whole weight on their hind legs.

			And yet, many who witnessed the upright canine creatures thought there was also something otherworldly about them . . . some kind of knowing, uncanny intelligence in their glowing, yellow eyes. As famed Bigfoot researcher and author Ivan Sanderson said in his book Abominable Snowmen: Legend Come to Life, “A lot of myths are straight history; a lot of history is pure myth.”1

			It seemed obvious to me in those early days that I’d have to look at many more reports to have any hope of understanding anything at all about the creatures and why they were being sighted. Luckily, the reports continued to roll in from all over the United States, Canada, and other places, even though I hadn’t been actively soliciting them, and after ten years or so I began to publish them online and in my books.

			Alas, interesting as these reports were, I have found it is much easier to record encounters than to understand them. Twenty-six years of “chasing” monsters later, it still comes down to this: Are these sightings simply a combination of mistaken species of known animals, truly undiscovered animals, hoaxes, and coincidence, or are they somehow—perhaps through the power of myth and legends—intertwined with the human mind? Some researchers suspect these creatures spring from another reality, and that they use the human mind or spirit to project themselves into our world as perceivable beings. Many Native American beliefs hold the more specific view that Sasquatch, dogmen, and other such creatures use freshwater springs as portals between the spirit world and our own. According to the online Hočąk Encyclopedia, the lakes surrounding Wisconsin’s state capital, Madison, all serve the spirit world as trans-realm conduits. It states, to cite just one example, “The old Winnebago Indian name for Lake Wingra was Ki-Chunk-och-hep-er-rah, meaning the ‘place where the turtle comes up.’”2 And also presumably goes back down.

			When all speculation is said and done, however, there is still that question that fans, enthusiasts, and researchers of every stripe want answered: Are the creatures something we would consider “real,” or are they entirely “other world”? My suspicion these days is that they may be both, and that our reality operates on a scale from dense matter to realms the human eye cannot see.

			I’ll do my best to keep seeking answers here, although nothing absolute is promised. There were and are countless other investigators and researchers diligently seeking the same truths about other cryptids (hidden or unknown animals) like Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster. Again, thanks largely to the Internet and TV shows about mystery beasts, more and more creature hunters continually join the ranks. There is now a small army of cryptid enthusiasts combing the far corners of the globe for unknown beasts and searching for the truth in legend and lore.

			So why hasn’t this small army yet proven these creatures exist? I don’t believe it’s entirely the fault of the investigators. Keep in mind that certain mysterious entities such as, say, werewolves, refuse to be limited to any one definition, and the stories told about them morph more swiftly than can the most talented human shapeshifter. And just when it seems we have one old legend pinned down to help prove an origin, another version or a bothersome contradiction will pop up and we have to start over or look elsewhere.

			As the editors of the very helpful book Medieval Folklore: A Guide to Myths, Legends, Tales, Beliefs, and Customs put it, “In the nineteenth century, when the term folklore was coined, many people assumed that folklore, like a fossil, preserves a frozen image of the ancient past . . . To the contrary, through close observation, folklorists have noticed that folklore tends to be extraordinarily dynamic, extremely prone to change with changing times and environments.”3 That means we are shooting almost blindly at two moving targets—the legends and the present creatures they describe.

			Knowing that these myths and legends change throughout time and location presents an extra, but not insurmountable, challenge. Despite adaptations, the creatures remain largely recognizable through the centuries, probably because their stories are so often repeated. We hear tales of Centaur sightings in twentieth-century Illinois, right across the river from St. Louis, and our imaginations conjure that same image so vivid in Greek mythology of a four-legged, equine body fronted with the torso, head, and arms of a man.

			Still, thanks to the wide dissemination of today’s many styles of art and illustration, the “Centaur” sighted today may not look exactly like the man-horse described in days of old. It may display a beefier torso and sport a contemporary hairstyle. It may also have forsaken its forest home to lurk—as reported in one sighting we will discuss later—near the St. Louis arch. Or it may choose to play hide-and-seek with Bigfoot rather than battle the Lapiths at Hippodamia’s wedding. Either way, a Centaur is still thought of as half horse, half man. And if his majestic appearance ever begins to fade in our minds, we need only consult a book on Greek mythology or watch one of the films in the Harry Potter series to remind us of what a Centaur should look like.

			Summing it up, the Centaur, the dog woman, the Bigfoot, the giant Man Bats, even the werewolfish Beast of Bray Road . . . all still pretty much resemble their immortal story selves in today’s representations. That is how eyewitnesses know them when they see them, even as the legends grow ever darker as spooky things like killer clowns jostle their way into the spotlight. Perhaps something beyond mere literature of the distant past or Internet-fueled legends of today really does help preserve these basic forms and manifest the scream-your-face-off monsters we’re all so anxious to see.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Lake Snakes to Slenderman: Modern Legends

			THE STUDY OF FOLKLORE is a scholarly discipline equal to any other and commands its own field of inquiry. The good news is there will be no pop quiz here. I’m strictly an amateur folklorist myself. But like any subject pinned down and formalized by academia, folkore has its own accepted lingo. Luckily, the short list will do for our purposes. But the terms—folklore, legend, and myth—are not as interchangeable as casual users might think. And merely pasting the correct label on the story type of a creature encounter won’t prove the true nature of that cryptid. The folklore/legend labels are simply tools to help us categorize things that lounge beyond our comprehension—things such as, perhaps, legends of meat hooks guarded by dog women, to be examined in our next chapter. But before we run off with a pack of hounds to bay at Pennsylvania’s October moon, let’s go over the basic categories.

			
				LEGENDS: SNAKE OF THE LAKE

			

			Legends are stories from the past, ranging from far ancient times to mere decades or less. The stories are told as if based upon the experiences of some actual (if unknown) person or group of persons, and are sometimes still alleged to be occurring. They may contain an element of the supernatural, such as the Loch Ness–type situation that popped up in 1892 in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, and lasted for at least a full decade.

			The resort town near the Wisconsin-Illinois border became famous for modern-day sightings of a huge lake serpent spotted by area residents and tourists in the city’s spring-fed Geneva Lake, one of the state’s deepest bodies of water. (The city and lake are distinguished by the word order of their respective titles.) According to reports, the sinuous, scale-covered creature chased groups of boaters and was witnessed by a well-respected minister from nearby Delavan, the Reverend M. N. Clark. Some witnesses estimated the serpent’s length as equal to that of a familiar lake vessel, the Steamship Aurora, which measured sixty-five feet! Residents nicknamed the serpent Jenny (or Genny).

			Area newspapers recorded some incidents viewed by multiple witnesses. An article in The Milwaukee Sentinel reported one sighting by no fewer than six people in September 1902. The mystery creature disappeared soon after that date, fading with the tourist season, her origin and escape route still unknown. Perhaps as boat traffic became heavier, the lake could no longer protect creatures that needed to stick their long necks out of the water for air. But legends explaining where she might have gone already existed in the area.

			Jenny wasn’t the first outsize gigantic creature believed to swim in Geneva Lake. She was preceded by ancient legends of other lake monsters taken as a matter of course by the town’s former residents, the Potawatomi, the last native tribal people to live on the shores of the seven-and-a-half-mile-long lake. Area chronicler Paul B. Jenkins and other local historians recorded local Native belief in several different water monsters, including a great, horned water serpent much like Jenny; a giant fish; and the strange water panther, or water spirit. (More on the latter creature later.)

			Incidentally, the Potawatomi leader at that time was known as Chief Big Foot. This name had nothing to do with the large, hairy, humanlike creature now popularly called Bigfoot, a term that didn’t come into use in that sense until the 1960s or so. The chieftain’s name was said to have come from the large footprints he left by walking in snowshoes, or in mud that spread out and enlarged his tracks—whichever version you choose to believe. But he is the reason why near the Wisconsin-Illinois border, you’ll find a small community named Big Foot, a Big Foot High School in the city of Walworth, a Big Foot Archery Club, and other places and things intended to honor the displaced chieftain. His footprints became a legend in their own way.

			The lake monster stories told by the Potawatomi and other area First Nation folk were also published in a series of pamphlets by Charles E. Brown1 and Dorothy Moulding Brown2 in the Wisconsin State Historical Society from the late 1920s to the early 1940s. This was twenty to forty years after the decade-long lake monster flap in Geneva Lake (and many other Wisconsin lakes, as well), which showed that sightings of the aquatic creature weren’t inspired by the Browns’ later published stories.

			To complicate the origins of these legends, the stories of battles between the water panther, lake serpent, and thunderbird are widespread in the lore of various Midwestern Native people, and may have been known to Big Foot’s Potawatomi band before they moved to southeastern Wisconsin from the western shores of Lake Michigan around 1700 to 1800. For all we know, Big Foot’s people may have localized the older story to fit their own observations of Geneva Lake. But that does not make the legend any less important, just more universal. And it is always thrilling to find a universal truth living in your own backyard.

			We may trace Jenny the Lake Monster, then, from very old indigenous legend, to fairly contemporary sightings in the early 1900s, to written versions recorded by folklorists a decade or more after the sightings ended. With such strong oral and written background, the Jenny sightings really do seem like legends come to life.

			So who saw her first, Big Foot’s band, the turn-of-the-century tourists, or more ancient native inhabitants of Geneva’s shores? If only we knew how long the sightings had been occurring, we might be able to associate the correct ancient lake monster legend with the modern Jenny. But given the time frame of the sightings, Jenny could also technically glide into the subject of our next category. . . .

			
				URBAN LEGENDS: THE KANDAHAR GIANT TO CRYBABY BRIDGE

			

			Urban legends are stories of current or recent happenings, and often follow themes of horror and the supernatural. Urban legends distinguish themselves in a couple of important ways. They often skip from community to community, with only the names and minor details changed to suit each particular locale. The other main hallmark of urban legends is that they are contemporary events that continue to change and, with the aid of the Internet, may evolve quite rapidly.

			This instant transmission of sightings and encounters has necessitated a whole category of sites dedicated to busting legend bubbles. Snopes.com, for instance, can run a search for most any current legend or computer scam and then explain in the calm manner of most automated websites whether there is any cause for worry. My personal Snopes favorite dates from 2016 and is titled, “U.S. Forces Killed a Giant in Kandahar.” This story was rated “false.”3 The site explained, “In the summer of 2016, several personalities and websites dedicated to discussing supernatural myths and conspiracy theories began claiming that an American Special Forces soldier serving in Kandahar, Afghanistan, was killed in 2002 by an 1,100-pound, blade-wielding, 12-foot-tall giant from Old Testament times before the giant himself was taken down by the military. . . . A Department of Defense spokesman told us they have no record of such an incident.”

			That statement assuredly did not stop everyone from believing a twelve-foot-high biblical Nephilim (a term for offspring of angelic beings and humans) was gunned down and its corpse hustled off by government officials. Like most urban legends, retellings of the story have grown to gigantic proportions. But the Kandahar Giant’s fame probably hasn’t quite reached that of one of the most widespread Internet memes and local legends: a grisly story known as the “Crybaby Bridge.”

			This tug-on-the-heartstrings horror usually involves a child or children having been murdered and their remains tossed under a local bridge by the mysterious killer. Their spirits are then left to wail every night at midnight for as long as the bridge stands. In Michigan, for example, there’s a typical Crybaby Bridge near Grand Rapids where some locals claim the devil visits the bridge in person every night to scream in triumph when the clock strikes midnight. I’ve been there, and the small metal bridge was creepy even though I had to leave before scream time.

			So numerous and popular are such urban legends, whole books are dedicated to the ever-growing body of stories. One collection, Urban Legends: The As-Complete-As-One-Could-Be Guide to Modern Myths by N. E. Genge,4 organizes its chapters by themes that range from intimate relations that end horribly to gastronomic terrors of food gone not just bad but deeply wrong. (Think fried rat in a bucket of fast-food chicken.)

			The legend themes I most often find useful in the investigation of strange creature sightings, however, are those of teenagers attacked by monsters while parking in secluded places. Tales of creatures chasing speeding cars or popping up from roadside hiding places are also likely to feature some type of manimal as leering villain. And again, most entries in this category are set in fairly recent times, handily distinguishing them from the next category.

			
				FOLKTALES AND FOLKLORE: LUMBER CAMP CREATURES TO FOLK BELIEFS

			

			Folktales and folklore are somewhat similar to historical legend in that their roots lie in the past. They may include heroic characters that elude or defeat whatever creature or danger threatens the populace of their day, but although they often teach a lesson, the stories are easily recognized as fiction. A good example of funny or instructional things we know never existed might be the slew of crazy creatures said to inhabit the forests of North America when the timber industry was king. The creatures were often associated with the giant lumberjack folk hero Paul Bunyan, and Babe, his equally gigantic blue ox.

			No one would mistake these outlandish campfire favorites for actual animals. There was, for instance, the creature called the Tripodoro, a beast with legs that telescoped into itself so that the animal could shorten one side, the better to stand on a forested hill. Another was the Teakettler, a smallish canine that walked backward, had ears like a cat’s, and whistled like a teakettle as it trudged hind end first through the pine woods. Researchers believe these stories—which also belong in the folk subcategory “tall tales”—first took root in logging camps of the late 1800s. They caught the public’s fancy in the early 1900s as folklorists began to publish them, and they are still taught to schoolchildren as American folk literature.

			Folklore comes in many other categories beside stories of outlandish or supernatural creatures, of course. Superstitions, medicinal home remedies, hauntings, and spook lights are just a few. One compilation of German American folk beliefs includes many startling gems of farm and household advice, such as the admonition to avoid picking up toads to prevent your cows from giving bloody milk, or how to cure whooping cough by hanging a live, fuzzy caterpillar in a small sack around the afflicted child’s neck.5

			Again, because these household hints belong to a specific national or ethnic group, and have been passed on within that group in recent generations, we label them as folklore. Stories about universal truths and long-ago doings, on the other hand, are quite different and so fall into the next category.

			
				MYTHS: VIKING SAGAS OF RAGNAROK

			

			Myths are stories or collections of related stories that usually hail from the distant past, and are likely to involve the actions of gods or supernatural heroes and villains rather than ordinary humans. The mythic literature of any culture often embodies moral teachings and creation stories, using allegories and metaphor to get the points across. Mythic literature may be passed on orally or written and is usually considered sacred by those whose culture it illumines. Because of that, I’m also offering a disclaimer: In this book, a myth simply means a story that fits the description given above, without any intent to decide, confirm, or refute matters of personal belief, truth, or religious faith. One person’s myth is another person’s bible, and we have respect here for both views. In other words, referring to something as a myth does not mean it lacks any truth.

			I like the more succinct definition of myth offered by John Bierhorst in his introduction to The Red Swan: Myths and Tales of the American Indians: “A myth is an unverifiable and typically fantastic story that is nonetheless felt to be true and that deals, moreover, with a theme of some importance to the believer.”6

			The Viking sagas of the gods and heroes inhabiting the afterlife’s great hall of Valhalla are one robust example of ancient literature generally considered mythic. The sagas are also creature-rich: megamonsters such as the massive wolf Fenrir populated the ancient Scandinavian spirit world as they waited to be set free in the planet’s epic battle called Ragnarok, meaning “the fate of the gods.”7

			H. R. Ellis Davidson’s Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe describes this apocalyptic event: “The escape of the bound monsters, when the wolf breaks loose from his chain, the serpent emerges from the depths where Thor laced it, and Loki escapes from his fetters [emphasis mine] laid upon him by the gods,” adding that this battle “is given a prominent place in Völuspá [title of the best known of the ancient Scandinavian poems, or Eddas, possibly dating back to the tenth century].”8

			After the Scandinavian countries became largely Christianized around 1000 BCE, some scholars likened Völuspá’s concept of beasts loosed for final warfare to apocalyptic Bible prophecies. Ragnarok does bear some startlingly similar comparisons to the Christian Bible’s book of Revelation, chapter 16, which predicts devils or miracle-working spirits will be set free in the end time to gather the armies of the Beast against the Christian believers.

			There are differing opinions on whether the verses of the Völuspá refer to past events, the future, or even present times. Some modern-day Scandinavians predicted Ragnarok would occur on February 22, 2014, according to an article in the UK’s Daily Mail titled “Norse Myth Predicts World Will End This Saturday.”9

			Others have pointed out that the so-called Viking experts cited in that prediction may have intended it as a marketing ploy. One scholarly blogger, “A Clerk of Oxford,” called out those claiming Viking Armageddon was close at hand:

			“I’m all in favour of popularising England’s Viking history, and getting people to talk about the Vikings is always good. But this year, to promote their annual festival, they’ve decided to invent the concept of ‘Ragnarok 2014,’ in which they pretend that Norse mythology predicted the end of the world would arrive on 22 February (the last weekend of the festival).”10

			Obviously, Ragnarok did not occur on that date or things would be looking a lot different around planet Earth. But some have suggested that a still-upcoming end of the world may be the reason why sightings of Bigfoot, dog men, humanoid flying creatures, and the like seem to be increasing both in numbers of sightings and in media portrayals of end time events such as Ragnarok and Armageddon.

			The word myth is also frequently used today to mean a popularly believed falsehood. I’ll try to avoid that usage. But if you thought Fenrir and Ragnarok were scary, wait until our next category where we will touch on urban folklore’s new kid on the block.

			
				CREEPYPASTA: BEYOND TERROR

			

			Creepypasta is a term with an origin very unlike the traditional categories above. It refers to a product of the electronic age whose curious title says it all. Fans of Creepypasta may expect weird stories of frightening, imaginary people, creatures, and situations. The entities described in this category are mostly online offshoots of horror fiction, however, rather than anything a person might actually encounter in a forest or dark alley. Creepypasta combines urban legends, folktales, and traditional horror themes in a dark mix of make-your-own-legend stories contributed by online readers.

			A surprising variety of sites now devote themselves to this literary form that first began to draw big fan interest around 2010. The term was birthed from the Internet slang word copypasta, which had in turn hatched from the antiquated “copy and paste” command that first made it easy to share information and creative efforts online. Creepypasta contributors share their tales in order to be part of the shocking but literate culture generated by these collaborative, never-ending stories. A quick glimpse at these shadowy cyber landscapes may be gleaned by plugging Creepypasta into any search engine and spending a little time title-surfing.

			One of the genre’s most popular host websites, Creepypasta Wiki, breaks its massive story log into categories with titles like “Animals,” “Beings,” “Dismemberment,” “Hospitals,” and “Military.” I was most drawn to the “Beings” category, which contains a section on hidden or unknown creatures that is further divided into stories about legendary entities such as The Rake, Wendigo, Goat Man, Michigan Dogman, and Skinwalkers, whose online entries add depth of subject matter with additional taglines like, “The Melonhead Illustration,” “The Beast of the Dam,” and “The Six-Legged Centaur.”

			
				SLENDERMAN, SHADOW MAN, AND HAT MAN

			

			It should be noted that some of these stories are better left to mature audiences. Most readers of extreme science fiction and fantasy understand that horror fiction is fiction, but there are unsettling exceptions. In May 2014, a popular Creepypasta meme titled “Slender Man” was seized upon by two twelve-year-old girls from Waukesha, Wisconsin, who somehow concluded that Slenderman would invite them to live in his mansion in a forest—if they killed someone to prove their devotion. There are a number of stories that link him to fictional missing children in fictional towns. And so, these preteens connected all the wrong dots and then allegedly stabbed a twelve-year-old friend nineteen times. They left the girl for dead, but she survived her massive wounds to tell what had happened. The two Slenderman fans were charged with attempted homicide. Their example is an extremely unusual and tragic case, but it shows that myth and legend may affect our contemporary lives in unexpected, even shocking, ways.

			Whatever cachet it is that creates a fascination with things like faceless monsters, Slenderman owns it. I went to the experts to find out why. When you want to know what’s behind a subject going viral, the perfect consultants are those most keenly interested in advertising: professional marketers. As Chicago’s Quality Logo Products (QLP) blog said of the slender gent, “He seems to be everywhere nowadays, having grown from his humble beginnings on a forum to several dedicated web series, multiple blogs, songs, games and even an upcoming movie. He has ‘blown up,’ as the kids might say.”11

			Slenderman epitomizes a new, faster day in the spreading of urban legends. And yet, as the Bible says, there is nothing new under the sun. Even a skinny, expressionless meme like “Slendy,” as some bloggers now call him, had to begin somewhere. I believe parts of Slenderman have lurked in the literature, folklore, and traditions of many cultures, and that traces of these other, earlier legends may still be identified in his eerie persona.

			The most familiar traits are the inhumanly thin silhouette, the literally blank face, and the shadowlike, colorless figure dressed in formal or business attire with some type of hat. Entities with the latter uniform are known in today’s ghost-lore parlance as Hat Man and Shadow Man. The phantom forms are often observed standing just outside a normal conversational distance, such as the end of a dark hallway, but may also show up in bedrooms. Researcher Heidi Hollis has spent years collecting examples and has published several books about them. She believes, based on the many reports she has received, that they are evil and malicious beings that can be vanquished by rebuking them in the name of Jesus, but that they are also real. Unlike Slenderman, some of the hat men display visible, ghoulish faces.

			
				STICK PEOPLE

			

			Inhumanly thin, or “stick,” people are another type of widely spread folk entity whose emaciated frames are echoed in Slenderman. In America, we can find them in the lore of Native Americans, the Pennsylvania Dutch, and even modern sightings. We’ll start with the latter.

			In December 2014, a former US Marine spotted something very thin with skin the color of gray asphalt just as his car crested a hill near Carmel Road outside of Hillsboro, Ohio. The creature was walking or running across the road and came within ten feet of the witness’s vehicle. The witness estimated its height at seven feet and said that it had muscular legs with knees that appeared to be backward. This is a common observation from people seeing a quadruped walking upright, because most quadrupeds walk on their toes or toe pads, putting the hock joint above the ground to create the illusion of a “backward” knee joint.

			The witness could not see any arms on this creature, and although he couldn’t make out the head very well, either, he said it also appeared to lack a jawbone. The sketch he made reveals an impossibly thin creature with legs more reminiscent of an insectoid “walking stick” than any known mammal. The story was published in Hillsboro’s Highland County Press,12 from information received by Mutual UFO Network (MUFON) member Ron McGlone.

			The Highland County Press story contained another statement that came directly from the former Marine’s wife. She had been in the car at the time of the sighting but evidently did not see the creature. She said, “My husband saw it. He is a skeptic—almost sixty years old—and a proud Marine. He wouldn’t have admitted to seeing it if he hadn’t been in shock.”13 She added that she asked him to make a sketch when they returned to the house. He produced a drawing of a faceless torso with sticklike legs, one jutting forward at an almost ninety-degree angle to the other.

			After publication, a site called Doubtful News that specializes in skeptical views of various types of sightings declared that what the Marine saw must have been a deer standing on its hind legs.14 It does seem logical. Deer can stand upright to feed on birdseed stands; I’ve seen it happen at my own feeder. They do have those skinny legs, too. But they don’t usually walk across highways on two legs. It’s also hard to miss a deer’s big ears and white tail. The eyewitness was only ten feet away with good light from his headlights, and his wife asserted that he was deeply shocked by what he saw.

			All in all, this sighting seems like a very idiosyncratic, one-off sort of event. But in August 2018, another man contacted McGlone to report he had seen a stick-thin creature in Ohio on July 31, read an article by Nick Sabo in the Mount Vernon News.15 It was also about seven feet tall, hairless, and seemed focused on crossing the road, which it did in a few bounds. This witness also first mistook the creature for a deer, although he didn’t mention “backward” legs. The sighting occurred near Mount Vernon on Ohio State Route 13. The witnesses in each sighting drew sketches of near-literal stick figures to accompany their reports. Neither news article ventured an opinion as to why these tall, nearly skeletal creatures have been observed racing across roads in southern and central Ohio, but they surely do fit the legendary archetype of the Stick Man.

			As an aside, the term “Stick Man” is also the English name many tribes of the northern west coast, such as the Salish and Pullyap, use for various legendary creatures including dangerous, man-eating Bigfoots to hairy dwarves. But sometimes actual humans can be scarier than unknown humanoids.

			
				KILLER CLOWNS

			

			The transition of clowns from funny, endearing characters of the mid-nineteenth century to today’s menacing figures of terror seemed to happen swiftly in the entertainment world. Smithsonian magazine featured a July 2017 article on the recent history of this macabre makeover, citing some of the first examples—such as a child’s grinning doll struggling to yank the boy under his bed in the 1982 film Poltergeist, or the grinning alien clowns in the bizarre 1988 cult classic Killer Klowns from Outer Space.16

			Most people don’t realize, however, that clowns did not originate as entertainment for the kiddies. They have always served to shake the worlds of grown-ups, mocking and mirroring their own cultures from Native American, stripe-clad Hopi tricksters to the court jesters of Europe’s royal palaces. But now we have evil clowns parodying evil clowns. A whole generation has grown up watching Matt Groening’s cartoon series The Simpsons, in which a clown named Krusty tosses off cynical one-liners like this quip from a 2011 episode titled “The Food Wife,” when Krusty chuckles to his child audience: “Krustyland has a new ride, the Eyeballs of Death. It only passed the safety by a 3 to 2 vote. And that third vote didn’t come cheap.”17 Yikes.

			
				BLACK-EYED CHILDREN

			

			Far creepier than The Simpsons cartoon characters are the strange figures of young people said to have appeared in the real world to a growing number of people. Black-eyed children or kids, also known as BEKs, seem to be solid, fully dimensional young people except for one unique feature: their eyes are completely black, like liquid pools. They also behave as if they don’t quite understand the niceties of social interaction, and usually ask very brusquely to be allowed inside people’s homes or vehicles. Said to have originated in the 1990s in two articles by an Abilene, Texas, reporter named Brian Bethel, they have achieved full urban legend status according to Wikipedia,18 have been the subject of their own 2015 movie, Black Eyed Children: Let Me In, and have been covered on the TV show Monsters and Mysteries in America.

			
				FAKE NEWS VERSUS TRUE ENCOUNTERS

			

			In a world besieged by false or sensationalized information known as “fake news,” telling fact from fiction becomes harder and harder. Televised accounts of people claiming to have seen UFOs, werewolves, and nine-foot-tall ape-men have exploded over the past few years. Why the sudden interest?

			Perhaps it’s because the creatures of the present often display a dual nature. They may vanish into thin air, fly, or glow, yet they still often appear to be solid and living within the bounds of our reality as they leave footprints, tear up shrubbery, and devour deer and domestic animals with gusto. Modern reports of fatal attacks by cryptids on humans are rare and, as far as I know, officially unsubstantiated, while monsters from the past such as France’s Beast of Gévaudan didn’t hesitate to kill humans whenever possible. I think this sense of uncertainty about the true nature of contemporary monsters adds to their mystery and makes us even more curious about them.

			And yet, in the absence of truly monstrous behavior, the oversize, fur-covered “human ape” known as Bigfoot begins to feel more like some long-lost relationship that has always been here. Perhaps it has. In full disclosure, I’ve had my own Bigfoot sightings (which I’ll divulge later), long after the Beast of Bray Road first showed its hairy head. These incidents have convinced me that the huge, hairy hominids are more than mere legend.

			But again, what are they?

			Most people believe legends and myths are akin to fairy tales, and there is scant hard evidence to prove otherwise. That doesn’t stop us from scouring the countryside in hope of finding real proof.

			The urge to chase monsters seems to be in our genes, helping us swallow our fear in exchange for a crumb of truth. Perhaps the master of modern terror said it best. According to Alfred Hitchcock, “Fear isn’t so difficult to understand. After all, weren’t we all frightened as children? Nothing has changed since Little Red Riding Hood faced the big bad wolf. What frightens us today is exactly the same sort of thing that frightened us yesterday. It’s just a different wolf. . . .”19

			Or how about a different canine? We will start our search with the legend of a dog woman and her unsettling connection to a mysterious meat hook in a stone chamber in southeast Pennsylvania.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			A Meat Hook and a Dog Woman

			
				WERNERSVILLE DOG WOMAN

			

			IN OCTOBER 1972, high school students within driving distance of Wernersville, Pennsylvania, were excited about something far more exotic than the usual Halloween and homecoming festivities. Everyone southwest of Reading was whispering that a vicious “dog woman”—a feral half-canine and half-human creature—lurked in the shadows of South Mountain, a wooded rise that borders the outskirts of Reading. People said the weird beast frequented the grounds of an abandoned resort complex that had been known as the Grand-View Sanatorium until 1927, when the sanatorium closed. The buildings were razed by a controlled fire in 1967, but remnants such as a stone chapel and roadside walls remain.

			The creature, according to local legend, often appeared at one stone wall that contained a chamber furnished with one unsettling item embedded in the rock . . . a massive iron meat hook.
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					The legendary meat locker door, COURTESY OF TERRY WEINHOLD
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					The stone wall from which the unknown canine jumped to the road in front of Terry Weinhold and friends, COURTESY OF TERRY WEINHOLD

				
			
			The meat hook carried its own bloody legend and the stone chamber where it hung was known as “the meat locker,” according to an article in the Reading Eagle published in November 2010. Reporter Darrin Youker called it “the stuff of horror films.”1

			The story of the meat locker was grisly, no argument there. An unknown murderer had killed five people, so the legend went, and then butchered their remains and packed them into the chamber that had once been used for cold food storage. Muffled screams of the victims were supposed to emanate from the chamber on dark nights. Was any of this true? Not according to the reporter who investigated it for the Reading Eagle. “The story is pure bunk,” said Youker.2

			Adding the story of the ferocious dog woman to the meat hook tale probably didn’t increase its general believability among the public, but it definitely boosted the legend’s supernatural scare factor. The students reacted in various, predictable ways; many scoffed, some were frightened out of their wits, while a few were intrigued with the idea of exploring something so mysterious right in their own community.

			Three brave high school seniors—Terry Weinhold and friends I’ll call “A” and “B” (names withheld on request)—fell into the latter group. I learned about them when Terry contacted me online, and I was able to conduct email and phone interviews with him and with A. B’s whereabouts were unknown.

			But it seems that back in 1971, the three had decided to do more than just wonder about the legend. Terry recalled one unpleasantly memorable evening in October 1972, when they set out at dusk to find the dog woman. It wasn’t their first attempt. After A had first heard of the creature from two other students on their school bus, he, Terry, and B had driven to the area several times after school to look for the dog woman, with no success. They decided their chances might be better after dark, when strange creatures seemed likelier to roam. The trio hopped in A’s green Chevy pickup, B riding shotgun and Terry stuck in the middle, excited at the prospect of seeing the beast with their own eyes.

			The wall was easy to find. It stood (and still stands at this writing) about eight to ten feet tall on one side of Grandview Road, which once fronted the resort’s wide acreage. A slowed the truck to a crawl as they approached the spot. When they rolled past the open chamber, they heard a horrific sound Terry described as simultaneously a deep roar and a fierce growl. Terry then heard B, who was peering out the passenger side window, gasp. B excitedly told Terry and A that there was a large, fur-covered creature standing on its hind legs screaming at them from the top of the stonework. Before they could react, the creature hopped off the wall and dropped heavily to the pavement while continuing to emit earsplitting screeches. B screamed for A to hit the gas, and the truck lurched off down the narrow road. The creature, however, followed close to the rear bumper and kept pace for several hundred feet, still shredding the air with its vocalizations.

			Terry added that A later said he could hear the creature’s heavy footfalls padding on the asphalt as it chased them. Terry confessed he actually never saw the creature, partly because of his place in the middle of the truck seat, and partly because he was too afraid to look. “I was only seventeen,” he told me. “I was scared out of my wits . . . It seemed like it was going to jump in the back of the pickup truck.”

			Despite the level of fright the boys were feeling, once the creature stopped chasing them, A decided he wanted to take one more pass for a better look at the creature. B and Terry adamantly opposed this idea, but A was driving, so he turned the truck around and approached the meat locker door once again. B was almost hysterical, said Terry, and was holding a large flashlight plugged into the cigarette lighter in the dash. Despite his fear, he aimed it out the window, perhaps as much in hope of scaring the creature as in seeing it.

			They could tell it was still there by the growling sound, said Terry, and A said he could see glowing eyes. Terry and B yelled once again for him to step on the gas, and he did. At that point, the flashlight fell from B’s hands but remained plugged into the dash. “The flashlight was banging against the side of the truck as we drove away,” remembered Terry.

			The creature did no harm to A’s truck, but Terry knew another student who had been out to the chamber several years earlier and had claimed a large canine had dragged its claws across the trunk of his ’57 Chevy. Terry also told a secondhand story from a friend and neighbor who said he had dared to enter the stone room, only to see a furry limb with sharp claws burst out of a hole in the wall and jab at his chest. These two stories cannot be corroborated, of course, and admittedly sound like any number of other urban legends about animals or entities popping out of desolate places to frighten young people.

			But there were many other stories of local interactions with the dog woman, Terry said. Many of the stories were much older than 1972, since he remembered hearing older people talk about the creature when he was a child. “I’ve told this story to no more than three to four people,” said Terry. “Everything I told you was the truth, exactly as it happened.”

			I’m willing to bet that, right now, especially given this last item about claws slashing a ’57 Chevy and popping out of a wall to paw at an intruder, readers are struggling to sort out the story’s details. Was this event fact, fiction, folktale, or urban legend? How can we know what to believe about such unusual accounts?

			And which came first, the monster or the myth?

			
				PEOPLE KEBABS OR JOKERS?

			

			Our desire to reach a definite conclusion about the truth of this story is natural. The human urge to evaluate a dangerous situation—especially when the danger is something new and unidentified—is an instinctive and critical skill. For instance, it was likely only idle curiosity
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