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Welcome to Weird War


It seems mankind has always held a fascination and interest for both unexplainable paranormal events and profound martial experiences, so the mash-up that occurs when these two subjects intersect can be absolutely irresistible for many of us. The addictive alchemy of surging adrenaline, stark terror, and thrilling excitement manifests in both types of events. In addition, people in general seem more likely to accept the credibility of an incident when military or law enforcement personnel are involved. The prevailing attitude is that with a job so serious and the consequences often so high (life and death or professionally), there’s just not much room for next-level shenanigans and serious hoaxes.

The time- and history-spanning events that have been researched, investigated, and retold in this collection have the common theme of having been experienced by or occurred to members of the armed forces, whether American or international, during training or combat missions in the field or while stationed in garrison. Many of these tales have never been collected before, and the stories from the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan can now add to the extensive and historical canon of both bizarre and unexplainable military occurrences. These investigations cover a wide range of rarely explored subjects—from disturbing but real documented history and weird natural hazards to the controversial realms of unidentified cryptids, ghosts, and paranormal happenings—but I have left encounters with UFOs and aliens to the many other books covering those experiences.

From a very young age, I knew that before anything else I would experience in life, I wanted to be a soldier. I joined the U.S. Army while still a high school junior through the Delayed Entry Program and embarked a year later for Basic Combat Training (BCT) at Fort Dix, New Jersey, two months after my 18th birthday. I served four years active duty in intelligence, getting to experience a multitude of assignments and deployments with infantry and armor units at both division (G2) and battalion (S2) level. While attending college, I served an additional two years with a National Guard Special Forces Group in its Military Intelligence Detachment (MID). Working within the dark shadow world of “secret squirrel” deep-level, top secret code word clearances and need-to-know intelligence, there was no shortage of bizarre stories and rumors floating around at any given time. Disappointingly, I never experienced anything weird or paranormal myself while in uniform, but always kept a watchful eye and sensitive ear to the reports of fellow soldiers, sailors, and airmen who have.

However—at the risk of sounding contrived—I did experience something unexplainable on the East Cavalry Field at Gettysburg on August 23, 2021, en route to a writer’s residency in northern Pennsylvania to start on this very book. Having had the past privilege of my mother and stepfather owning a home near Gettysburg for many years, I’ve spent more time than most roaming the battlefields and constantly learning new facts about the iconic events that occurred there. My travels had brought me there once again, and I planned to wake up early and tour a portion of the national park before getting on the road for the final leg of my trip. The hotel I was staying at was closest to the more remote, separated, and less-visited park grounds east of town and north of Hanover Road, which I held in the highest reverence. It was the battlefield where George Armstrong Custer’s Michigan horsemen had clashed with J. E. B. Stuart’s Virginian cavalry on July 3, 1863.

Horse cavalry has always been my favorite type of troops, and I’ve long been fascinated by the martial skills and larger-than-life personalities of both these generals. As I entered the park grounds on the narrow road and pulled off at the first line of Confederate artillery, I was delighted to realize that absolutely no one else was there. I had the entire space to myself. I knew the events of this engagement well, and the landscape literally remains unchanged from the day it happened, so it was easy to begin imagining what it would have been like to fight there. I drove along slowly, stopping and getting out at various vantage points and historical markers to take pictures and soak it all in. At the spot where Union defenders held off the Confederate advance across still-standing Rummel Farm, I parked and examined the towering memorial to the 1st New Jersey Cavalry.

I got back in my car and just sat there a few minutes, absorbing the beautiful summer morning and the waves of emotion I always experience at places of heroism and death. The engine was off and the transmission was in park on level ground. Suddenly, I felt myself and the car being bumped forward, enough to make me physically move back and forth in the seat and to believe that another car must have pulled in and slightly tapped me. Yet, when I turned around, there was nothing there. I had been sitting in the car for several minutes before it moved, and I am certain it was somehow pushed forward, bouncing back at the resistance of the parked gears. Slightly rattled, I kept my head on a swivel as I pulled out and drove on.

The next stop was the actual cornfield where the hard-fought charges and countercharges between the northern and southern horsemen had happened—a spectacle that Captain William Miller of the 3rd Pennsylvania said, “A more determined and vigorous charge . . . was never my fortune to witness.”1 It was easy to imagine Stuart’s 6,000 troopers emerging from the distant woodline and accelerating in formation from walk to full gallop, sabers and carbines shining in the hot and unforgiving sun. This is where Custer had reacted by spurring his mount to the front of the 1st Michigan, and I suddenly felt compelled (as no one else was around) to shout out his famous battle cry, “Come on, you Wolverines!”2 My booming voice resounded through the stalks of unpicked corn, and I half-expected something to happen. Captain Miller’s vivid words fired my imagination: “The sound was like the falling of timber, so sudden and violent that many of the horses were turned end over end and crushed their riders beneath them. The clashing of sabers, the firing of pistols, the demands for surrender and the cries of the combatants now filled the air.”3 I took pictures of the massive memorial to the Michigan Cavalry Brigade, the 4,500-man force that Custer had led to victory, and moved on down the road.

The last area before exiting the battlefield road was where the Union horse artillery had been positioned, and I exited my vehicle for the last time to take more photos of the 12-pounders and historical markers. The very last photograph—out of 24 total taken at the battlefield that morning—was of a granite marker with a metal plaque honoring one of the federal artillery units that supported Custer: Battery M of the 2nd U.S. Artillery. I snapped the last picture and headed for the highway, having lingered far too long and now behind schedule for reaching Soaring Gardens Artist Retreat in Laceyville, Pennsylvania, by late afternoon.

It wasn’t until later that evening, unpacked and settled in my room, that I had the time to review my Gettysburg pictures. Scrolling until I reached the last one, my eyes narrowed and my mind’s wheels started turning as I looked at the strange vertical slash of weird and unexplainable lightning-like light that appeared across the image. My camera had never displayed anything like it before on any other picture I had ever taken, or on any since. Inspecting even closer, I could discern what almost seemed like a human face and form outlined by light shading across the metal plaque, seemingly holding something long and thin (like a rifle or cannon ramrod) over the right shoulder. Look at the photo yourself and determine your own impression (see Figure 1﻿﻿). I make no claims, but the car push and the strange last photograph makes me wonder if I really was completely alone out on the East Cavalry battlefield that August morning—while on my way to begin writing a book about paranormal military encounters.

Now, before we head out on this night patrol together, I want to assure the reader that I approached all of these extraordinary events with a skeptical and analytical eye, just like the Army Intelligence Corps taught me to do at Fort Huachuca, Arizona. Sometimes the non-fantastical truth can be discovered as being just as incredible as anything perceived to be paranormal or supernatural. Other times, through the course of diligent research, legends and conspiracies can be found to be debunked and baseless. That being said—be warned—because most of the reports documented in this collection are not easily explained and will remain a mystery to be pondered. The realm of these “weird wars” are often in uncharted enemy territory.

[image: ]
Figure 1
So, lock and load, soldier, you’re on point, and the night ahead looks long and dark, a reconnaissance full of terrors and deaths both imagined and real for us all.










Chapter 1


MAM, FAM, or Monster?

Major General Mikhail Stephanovich Topilski of the Soviet Red Army surveyed the hostile terrain surrounding Vanj Range and couldn’t help but smile. He had been pursuing and destroying his prey through the unforgiving Pamir Mountains for weeks and had finally cornered one of the last pockets of anti-Bolshevik resistance remaining. Although the Russian civil war had ended in 1922, the general was still cleaning up the more remote corners of the newly formed Soviet Union even now, three years later. Chased into a foreboding cave and surrounded by his Communist soldiers, the small force inside was likely preparing to make a final stand.

Suddenly, a bloodcurdling, demonic howl rose above the slashing winds, followed by several human screams and then three quick gunshots. General Topilski waved his men forward, and they cautiously approached the dark void with rifles raised. Bursting out of the blackness, a lone fighter suddenly emerged, immediately dropping his weapon and begging to be taken prisoner. The terrified man kept looking behind him, as if expecting something to follow him out of the earth. When forcibly questioned, he claimed he was the only survivor from the group, who had been ferociously attacked in the cavern by several beasts that were apparently already living there. He said, “Some hairy, man-like creatures, howling inarticulately, appeared in the cave through a crevice, which possibly leads upwards from the cave. There were several of them and they had sticks in their hands.”1 As the rest of his group were quickly being attacked and killed by the primitive-looking humanoids, the traumatized man reported, he had sprinted for the cave entrance under pursuit, turning and shooting one of the things three times.

The general and his men laughed at the outrageous tale. Topilski was ready to be finished with this business and finally return home. He immediately ordered his soldiers onward to root out the rest, causing their smiles to quickly fade with the realization of facing the suddenly frightful task. They nervously entered the hole in the mountain and faded into black. After several tense minutes, the excited men returned, unbelievably dragging the dead body of something none of the Russians had ever seen—or imagined—before.

General Topilski observed in stunned amazement, reporting in his own words: “At first glance I thought the body was that of an ape. It was covered with hair all over. But I knew there were no apes in the Pamirs. Also, the body itself looked very much like that of a man. We tried pulling the hair, to see if it was just a hide used for disguise, but found that it was the creature’s own natural hair.”2

The male corpse measured about 5.5 feet (1.7 meters) in length and was judged to be elderly, based on the presence of grayish hair in several areas. This hair was close-cropped and thick on the belly, but changed to thinner and longer strands of brown where it covered the muscular chest. The soldiers noted the complete absence of any underfur and that the buttocks had the least amount of hair. Their unit doctor guessed that this was caused by the creature sitting like a human being. The knees, feet, and palms were completely bare and covered in hard, calloused skin. The dead creature’s hairless face was dark, with a slanting forehead framed by thick, matted strands of hair. Topilski described looking into its dark, open eyes and viewing humanlike teeth that were large and even, in a face with a massive protruding jaw and a flat nose that featured a deeply sunk bridge. He observed that the ears were a little more pointed than a human’s, with longer lobes.

A sharpened stick made from very hard wood had also been discovered inside the cavern near the corpse. After ensuring nothing else alive remained inside the cave, the Red Army unit was relieved to have accomplished their mission. Not being able to carry the body of the mysterious creature with them, the soldiers buried it under a stone cairn before the mouth of the cavern, then tried to forget the nightmare fuel they had unexpectedly encountered that disturbing day.

* * *

When deployed internationally for combat operations, training in a specialty school or on a field exercise, or just standing overnight firewatch guard in the barracks, military members are most often in a semi-paranoid state of heightened awareness—anticipating, listening, observing, and carefully reporting. Whether it’s because of the fear of pissing off a drill sergeant, the humiliation of getting eliminated by Opposing Forces (OPFOR) in a training simulation, or the harsh reality of being “blowed up” by a roadside Improvised Explosive Device (IED), an armed forces member on duty must stay alert and prepared for just about anything.

During actual war operations and the relentless search for the enemy, our troops often find themselves in the most remote and inaccessible geographic locations in the combat theater, places that humans have rarely, if ever, occupied in significant numbers. It’s amazing how many people are completely unaware of the amount of wild areas remaining throughout the world, holding the common misinformed opinion that every inch of the planet has been explored and there are no mysteries remaining. Nothing could be further from the truth. Our nation attempts to provide our armed forces with every piece of cutting-edge technology and all resources available for conducting surveillance and reconnaissance in these remote places: satellites in space, Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) in the sky, and thermal imagers and night vision goggles in the operator’s hands. Rarely does that much attention get focused on these areas of the world, and it would seem that sometimes as we’re searching for the possible human enemy—a Military Age Male (MAM) or Fighting Age Male (FAM)—it’s possible we might discover monsters and inhuman entities instead.

It will likely be no surprise to the reader that one of the most commonly observed cryptids by military personnel worldwide are giant, hair-covered, upright-walking beings, presumed to be relict hominins or an undiscovered species of great ape. The multitude of encounters involving American soldiers serving stateside with creatures known as Sasquatch or Bigfoot will be explored extensively later in this book. Basically an American icon, most people by now recognize the general appearance and characteristics of these purported mystery species. But what most people, and especially the typical recliner-chair skeptics, don’t recognize is the legitimate history and science that supports the existence of these types of creatures.

My induction into the wonderful world of Sasquatch was quasi-military related. Back in 2010, I was working as an elementary schoolteacher in Texas and had recruited my fifth-grade students for a weekend clean-up project at a local park in preparation for the arrival of the Vietnam Traveling Memorial Wall, a three-quarter-scale replica of Washington, DC’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial. As a veteran who has lost a close friend to war, I always stressed to my students the importance of honoring and remembering a soldier’s sacrifice.

The father of one of my students was wearing a Texas Bigfoot Research Conservancy (TBRC) T-shirt, and I remember being amazed to discover that the creatures even had a presence in the Lone Star State. I had always believed the phenomenon was only attached to the Pacific Northwest. A short time and many questions later, I found myself attending the TBRC’s 2010 Texas Bigfoot Conference in Tyler. The TBRC is now known as the North American Wood Ape Conservancy (NAWAC), a very active and respected scientific research organization that has accumulated mind-boggling amounts of data and field reports. Looking back, that year’s conference had a legendary lineup of panelists, and I was able to meet and interact with some of the greatest names in Sasquatch science, including Dr. Jeffrey Meldrum (author and professor of anatomy and anthropology) and Bob Gimlin (of the most famous 1967 Patterson-Gimlin Bigfoot film).

The fascinating and fun topic has held my interest ever since and led to my own field investigations in an area of protected wilderness surrounding Navarro Mills Lake near Corsicana, Texas. The spot was close to my home at the time and had a history of several very convincing sighting reports that had been thoroughly investigated by the TBRC.3 The lake is connected through a network of small waterways to a larger body of water named the Richland-Chambers Reservoir, and the whole area has a history of sightings involving a creature known as the Chambers Creek Monster.4 Over the course of the year 2011, I routinely scouted the area looking for evidence and once found a possible (I make no claims) bedding area for an apparently large animal, with an oversized humanlike footprint impression in the tall grass nearby.

Around the same time, I had a bizarre experience while in the company of a good friend and excellent outdoorsman, Adam Thompson. We were enjoying a late-night fire on my property, a five-acre tract surrounded by miles of cattle fields and woods and, as the crow flies, only about 20 miles (32 km) north of the Navarro Mills Lake area I had been reconnoitering. The subject of Sasquatch lore had come up, and I was explaining the concept of wood-knocks to Adam. Wood-knocks (or tree-knocks) are a theorized form of communication or warning employed by these creatures that consists of deliberate and deeply powerful strikes of wood on wood, resulting in a loud and distance-traveling sound, often repeated three times. There are countless filed reports of these strange disturbances being heard in remote and uninhabited areas, often accompanied by increasing activity that eventually leads to actual physical Bigfoot encounters.

It is important to note that both of my dogs (which were large, capable, and country) were sitting near us instead of doing their usual running and roving through the woods. Immediately after having finished explaining this phenomenon, very near to us and very clearly, we all heard three deliberate and loud knocks, as if on cue. Adam and I looked at each other in disbelief, while my normally aggressive and protective dogs put their tails between their legs and “noped” the hell out of there, heading toward the house. After confirming with each other that we both had definitely heard it, and seeing nothing after a scan of the darkened mesquite tree woodline, these two grown and armed men decided it was time to go in too.

I offer no explanation, and we didn’t go searching for the answer. Remembering it now, it strikes me how oddly we both reacted, with resignation and no desire to investigate, something out of character for both of us. It would seem most likely to have been a human being hidden in the woods, near enough to listen to our conversation, and perhaps attempting to initiate a prank. And brave enough to risk death, especially in the rural area I lived in at the time. There was one way in and out to my house, with a clear and straight approach, so the person would have had to walk in. I did have distant neighbors, but I knew all of them and couldn’t imagine any of them creeping around in my woods after midnight. Most disturbing was that if it had been a person out there, I can guarantee my rottweiler and husky would have confronted them aggressively.

Apparently, there are things that go knock in the night.


We Were Not Alone

With so much recent discovery and better knowledge regarding the biology and evolutionary relationships of different living things, science is constantly revising classifications to develop more accurate evolutionary trees. As a result, modern humans and all of our (possibly) extinct ancestor species are now known as hominins rather than hominids, including the genera Homo, Australopithecus, Paranthropus, and others.5 Homo sapiens are (believed to be) the only survivors of a once diverse group of human and humanlike apes that includes at least over 21 known and scientifically recognized species.6 It’s very complicated to attempt to figure out exactly how many distinct species of humans existed, as researchers keep unearthing new fossils of totally separate and previously unknown types. The number is rising and varies depending on where you look. The important fact to recognize is that all of these different versions did exist, and many coexisted at the same time. They weren’t all our evolutionary ancestors—some were sister species, evolving in parallel.

Modern humans appear to have evolved in Africa from an ancient group of “ape people” called the australopiths.7 Somewhere around 5 million years ago, our ancestor species is believed to have developed the ability to walk on two legs, but with a different gait and with skeletons that retained features to help them climb trees. Much later, at around 1.7 million years ago, early humans began to shed body hair as an evolutionary adaptation. This allowed sweating and consequently provided the ability to hunt during hot days, unlike most competing nocturnal predators.8 The oldest unquestioned evidence of upright walking are 3.7-million-year-old bipedal hominin footprints discovered at Laetoli, Tanzania, in 1978, believed to be from an Australopithecus afarensis like the famous “Lucy.”9 Interestingly, a re-excavation of the site in 2019 revealed the existence of a second distinct group of five consecutive footprints—with a very Sasquatch-like large heel impression and big toe—conclusively proven to be from a different unknown hominin than the one that left the other trackway.10 Perhaps it was made by Homo habilis (“handy” man), a species discovered in 1960 by researchers in Tanzania whose fossils seem to fall in the gap between the australopiths and humans. Homo naledi (“star” man) could be another candidate, as they display a small brain and strange mix of ancient and modern skeletal features. Discovered in 2013, unconfirmed evidence suggests H. naledi was still alive just a few hundred thousand years ago, supporting the idea of a very primitive hominin species surviving much longer on earth than expected.11

Homo erectus (“upright” man), discovered in 1891, is the earliest indisputable human species, possibly even using fire to cook their meat. Homo heidelbergensis is also believed to have possibly been a “parent” human species. Homo rhodesiensis was identified in 1921, Homo floresiensis (the “hobbit”) in 2003, and the pygmy Homo luzonensis in 2019. Decades before Darwin’s theory of natural selection, the famous Homo neanderthalensis (the Neanderthal) was the first ancient human to become known, in 1829. The Denisovan population was discovered through genetic sequencing in 2010, then the equally mysterious Red Deer Cave People in 2012.12 As recently as 2021, an international research team verified that a well-preserved cranium belonged to a new species of later-Pleistocene human dubbed Homo longi (“dragon” man). Their analysis showed that this group shared the same last ancestor as H. sapiens and was closer to us than even Neanderthals. This third East Asian lineage represents a completely new type of human.13

Yet, by around 10,000 years ago, all of these other human species had burned out and are theorized to have gone extinct. And it was almost surely our fault.



Prehistoric World War Won

Humanity appears to have split somewhere around 550,000 years ago, with our ancestors staying and evolving in Africa, while other groups roamed into Europe and Asia and became the Neanderthals, Denisovans, and other species.14 Homo sapiens (“wise” man) didn’t leave the mother continent in significant numbers until around 100,000 years ago. It would take another 60,000 years before they were able to establish themselves throughout Europe and the rest of the world, where DNA evidence has proven they sometimes interbred with the regional varieties of archaic humans. One interesting theory explores the idea that why this all took so long was because Neanderthals waged a territorial war to resist our expansion for hundreds of thousands of years. Early H. sapiens fossils have been found in Israel and Greece, dated to around 200,000 years old.15 These fossils seem to represent failed attempts by early humans to hold ground in the north, with their settlements likely being overrun and replaced by local Neanderthal tribes.

Imagine the damage their massive, muscular physique would have inflicted on early versions of us in close-quarter combat. Neanderthals’ wide hips and short, stocky frames provided great power to their arms and legs for ambushing prey. Their huge eyes gave them a low-light vision advantage for attacking in the dark. It may not have been until our development of abstract thought and the invention of superior weapons that we were able to stand toe-to-toe and start to win ground against them.

Danny Vendramini’s 2009 Neanderthal Predation (NP) theory suggests that our cousins weren’t peaceful, humanlike omnivores, as so often depicted in popular culture.16 Instead, they were savage, cannibalistic carnivores who were the most ruthless and efficient apex predators of the Stone Age. Using 3D scans of actual Neanderthal skulls and bones, Vendramini produced terrifying computer-generated images of much more primate-looking creatures, commenting, “These guys came from the frozen north—they had flat, apelike noses, large nocturnal eyes, were covered in thick hair and were six times stronger than the average human. They were not a pretty sight.”17 The Neanderthal’s estimated daily need for 6,000 calories would have required 4.5 pounds (2 kg) of meat, and must have included the flesh of early humans, which they hunted and ate for thousands of years. Vendramini also theorized that Eurasian Neanderthals abducted, raped, and interbred with early humans in the Middle East.

In order to spread across the world, H. sapiens had to respond to this predation by adapting into more hyper-aggressive and predatory beings that fought back and eliminated any species that was a threat—finally using superior-range weapons, numerical superiority, and cooperative strategy to their advantage.18 The other hominins were pushed farther away, retreating to the most inhospitable and remote places that modern humans could not and did not want to live in. Eventually we killed all the Neanderthals and other-looking hominins in our way, until they were all gone. Evolution by genocide.

This could logically explain why the majority of various “wildmen” sightings and encounters happen in the most uninhabited, harsh locations around the world—northern Canada and the Pacific Northwest of America, the Outback in Australia, the mountains of Sumatra, and the Himalaya, Altai, and Hindu Kush ranges of Asia. The last survivors of various early human species were forced to adapt and survive in these areas, existing far beyond what is accepted, and influencing the folklore and oral histories of every culture around the planet.

A subarctic archaeological site at Byzovaya, on a river bluff in the foothills of Russia’s Ural Mountains, sitting at the same 65 degrees north latitude as Iceland, may have been one of the last-stand refuges of a hardy band of Neanderthals until about 31,000 years ago.19 A 2011 study suggests that this group was the longest-lasting and farthest north ever known, having still existed 9,000 years after the species’ previously presumed extinction date. The seclusion of the area, at a chilly location 100 miles (161 km) south of the Arctic Circle, may have protected the tribe for millennia. Previous evidence had placed the last known Neanderthal holdouts on the Iberian Peninsula—Spain, Portugal, and Gibraltar.20

Evidence may indicate that some may yet remain to fight their very last stand in the battles of Weird War.



We Are Not Alone

Throughout the mountains of central Asia, in what was once part of the Soviet Union, and centered in western Mongolia, consistent reports of a large, manlike bipedal creature between 5 and 6 feet tall (1.5–1.8 meters) and weighing up to 500 pounds (227 kg) have persisted for centuries.21 Known as the Almas or Almasty (Chuchunaa in western Siberia), their black- or dark-gray-skinned faces have been described as being similar to humans except for a heavily protruding brow ridge; a wide, flat, apelike nose; and large, deep-set eyes. Their massive jaws are portrayed as tapering to a receding chin, and the tops of their head are flat with a sloping forehead. The thick, well-developed muscles and skin of their stocky bodies can be seen through a layer of coarse reddish-brown or black hair that sprouts from head to toe, sparser around their faces. The females are reported to have large, long, and sometimes hairless breasts, and both genders have hairless hands and wide, long feet. Their teeth are large, with widely separated canines, and they are believed to survive on an omnivore’s diet of just about anything. Likely nocturnal, as many encounters have occurred at dusk or overnight, Almas are said to possess extraordinarily fast and agile running, climbing, bounding, and possibly swimming skills, despite a bowlegged or stooped-over stance. Legends state they live in remote mountain caves stretching from the eastern coast of the Black Sea and the Russian Caucasus range north of Turkey and Iran, to the Hindu Kush and Pamir Mountains of Tajikistan (the location of General Topilski’s cave) and northeastern Afghanistan, and over to the Altai of western Mongolia. You’ll know one is around by their powerfully foul odor or distinctive and loud scream.

This cryptid differs greatly from the other supposed mystery species in the region. Both the world-famous Himalayan Yeti and the lesser-known Yeren of China’s Hubei Province are much larger, hairier, and apelike, having more in common with neo-giants like North America’s Sasquatch species or Australia’s Yowie than the subhuman Almas. Almas are considered to be distinctly “more human”—some possibly using simple tools, communicating through gestures and vocalizations, and even wearing simple fur clothing. Could the Almas actually represent a well-hidden relict population of Homo erectus or Neanderthals?

In the late 1960s, Soviet historian Dr. Boris Porshnev presented the “Porshnev theory,” which identified relict Neanderthals as the explanation for Asian and Russian wildman sightings.22 Dr. Myra Shackley, of Leicester University in England, is one of the few Western researchers who agreed. Visiting Mongolia in 1979, she pointed out that the entire region was rife with Neanderthal artifacts.23 If any had survived, it would have been in the exact geographic locations the Almas were being reported in.



Armies and Almas

The Roman legions documented everything during their military campaigns. In their histories of the Gallic Wars (58–50 BCE), there is a very obscure mention of a tribe of giant, hairy men enlisted to help fight against the Gauls in Germany. They spoke their own primitive language and didn’t enjoy their meat cooked. After achieving victory on the battlefield, they returned to their homeland in the east—the Ural Mountains.24 It’s amazing and entertaining to imagine that they could have been a surviving band of hybrid Neanderthals descended from the group discovered at Byzovaya.

After the Battle of Ankara in 1402 between the Ottomans and Mongols, a capable German nobleman named Johann Schiltberger was taken prisoner and kept by the conqueror Timur (aka Tamerlane) as a court runner. His far-reaching travels were unique for a European at the time, and after his return to Bavaria years later, he published an account of his journeys in 1427 called the “Reisebuch.” He described an encounter with Almas: “On the same mountain there are savages, who are not like other people, and they live there. They are covered all over the body with hair, except the hands and face, and run about like other wild beasts in the mountain, and also eat leaves and grass, and anything they can find. The lord of the country sent to Edigi, a man and a woman from among these savages that had been taken in the mountain.”25

Not long after General Topilski’s encounter with a dead Almas in 1925, there was an incident during the Soviet-Japanese Border War. In 1937, a Russian reconnaissance unit in Mongolia fighting the Japanese spotted two unnatural silhouettes moving down a hill toward them in the dark and issued a challenge. With no response given, the Russians shot them. The rising sun revealed the man-size bodies to be “strange anthropoid apes” covered in long, red hair. Because of the ongoing and intense fighting, the corpses were unable to be preserved and recovered for further study.26

A unit of Mongolian soldiers on the border with China in 1940 opened fire on what they thought was a group of saboteurs. When they got close enough to examine the bodies, they reported realizing that the victims were not “people,” but some kind of unknown species.27 Around the same time frame, Chinese soldiers reportedly observed an Almas and would put food out so they could watch it eat.

During World War II, refugees, combatants, and prisoners of war all reported seeing the Almas. In his book The Long Walk (adapted into the 2010 film The Way Back), Slavomir Rawicz and six fellow prisoners escaped a Soviet labor camp in Yakutsk in 1941 and traversed thousands of miles by foot—out of Siberia, through China, the Gobi Desert, Tibet, and over the Himalayas to British India. A close encounter with two 7-foot-tall (2.1-meter) creatures covered in red hair, possibly Yetis, caused them to change their route and lose a man in a crevasse.28

Also in 1941, a Soviet medical service officer, Lieutenant Colonel Vazhgen S. Karapetyan, reported that partisan troops captured what likely was an Almas in the Caucasus Mountains near Buynaksk, who they thought may have been a Nazi spy.29 It had been kept in a barn because when it was indoors it stank too badly and excreted copious amounts of sweat. After it was brought to him, the Russian officer quickly realized it was some type of wildman. The frightened captive was naked, covered in fine dark hair, and infested with lice. It seemed unintelligent, blinked often, and did not (or would not) speak. The “man” had no reaction when Karapetyan pulled hairs from his body. Having more serious issues to deal with, the officer ordered it to be executed and returned to treating human patients.

In 1958 the Russians established the Snowman Commission to investigate Almas, documenting over 500 sightings through recorded interviews; the Mongolian government did its own investigations in 1959. The Chinese government actually deployed a 100-member expedition in 1976, concentrating on the mountains of northwestern Hubei Province, for a yearlong attempt at capturing a Yeren or collecting evidence of their existence. Supposedly, when the opportunity actually presented itself, a Chinese soldier’s encounter with one was so frightening that he shot himself in the leg and the creature escaped.30

In January and February 1992, Moscow Radio and two different newspapers reported an incredible encounter at a northern Russian military base. Thirty witnesses claimed to have seen two red-eyed “abominable snowmen” breaking into and entering an on-base building contractor’s barracks. The larger one was described as being 6.5 feet (2 meters) tall and the “younger” companion as only half its size, measuring 3.2 feet (1 meter) tall. They were both covered in long, gray “wool,” and the larger one howled before they both leaped onto the 9-foot-tall (2.7-meter) surrounding fence and ran away into the forest. Tufts of their hair were reportedly found left behind on the fence.31

Moving into the digital age, the Indian Army shared photos of footprints in the snow, tweeting to its nearly six million followers: “For the first time, an Indian Army Mountaineering Expedition Team has sited mysterious footprints of mythical beast Yeti measuring 32x15 inches close to Makalu Base Camp on 9 April, 2019. This elusive snowman has been sighted at Makalu-Barun National Park in the past.” Reacting to disbelief and jokes on social media, army personnel said they made the discovery public only after analyzing the evidence and deciding that the prints matched theories about the Yeti. “We thought it prudent [to go public] to excite scientific temper and rekindle the interest.”32



Operation Enduring Almas

One thing every veteran of Afghanistan will attempt to explain to civilians—and usually fail for a loss of descriptive words—is the sheer magnitude of the geography there. If you read the excellent 2012 book The Outpost by Jake Tapper33 and saw the 2020 film of the same name about Combat Outpost (COP) Keating and the 2009 Battle of Kamdesh, you can at least grasp what some of the elevation and terrain is like there.

COP Keating was in Afghanistan’s least populated Nuristan Province, an area located on the southern slopes of the Hindu Kush mountains in the northeastern part of the country, most of it covered by mountainous forests with a rich biodiversity. The terrain is vertical, with dense old-growth forest like the Colorado Rockies on steroids. The region is full of mountain goats and bears, birds and small game, streams full of brown trout, and draws full of snow. The mountain valley villages raise livestock and grow barley, wheat, peas, millet, and wine grapes. Going beyond, up higher and deeper into the mountains, we encounter a very convincing tale from early in the Global War on Terror (GWOT).34

It was 2003 and “Chris” (aka “Jack”) was a soldier working force protection on a Long Range Presence Patrol for a command group made up of government intelligence agents, an Afghan interpreter (Terp), and his Special Operations team. At this point in the conflict, the United States hadn’t really established ground forces yet. For centuries, Afghan warriors had utilized winters to go up higher in the mountains and regroup, refit, and rearm themselves—somewhat like their own mini versions of Valley Forge. And, if nothing else, the Taliban certainly are traditional. Special Forces sent teams up there to show the Taliban that they had men who could and would pursue them anywhere. This team was on a high-stakes intelligence-gathering mission, and the CIA was exchanging huge amounts of cash for information and names.

The Green Berets had entered the hut where they were meeting a local Afghan warlord and sat down with him as he finished eating a meal of rice and flatbread. The atmosphere was tense, and a gregarious senior sergeant decided to try to lighten the mood. Flashing a grin, he told the Terp to ask the ancient-looking warlord if he had ever seen something like a Yeti up there before. The interpreter, taking him seriously, repeated the question in Pashto, and they all watched as the man replied quickly with a tone of aggravation. He essentially said, “Yes, I know this thing, I grew up with this thing, and we all hate it.” The Terp explained that the word he used to describe it was like a cuss word meaning a pest or really dirty creature.

As he returned to his meal, the Americans looked at each other in shocked amazement. The sergeant, thinking his question was misunderstood, directed the Terp to clarify what he was talking about, and he asked the warlord again. Now very perturbed, the warlord pushed back from the meal, threw his arms up, and gave a lengthy response before glaring at the noncom. His annoyance and matter-of-factness was the most convincing aspect of what he said.

“When I was young it would come all the time and steal livestock and frighten our women. When we had chances we would shoot at it with our Kalasnikovs [AK-47s]. During the first Russian war, the loud X’s in the sky [he meant fighter jets] would drop bombs and made the things disappear for a long time and we were happy because we hated them. After the war ended, they slowly started to return and become pests again. Now this war has started, and sometimes we see the X’s in the sky dropping bombs again, and I have not seen one in a while.”

The last part was delivered with passion.

“But, now I have a question for you, American. Why do you waste my time asking about this dirty thing when I am here to talk seriously about getting guns and money?”35

The Barmanu, meaning “muscled forest man” or “the big hairy man” depending on whom you ask, is the northwestern Pakistan and eastern Afghanistan version of the Almas. Although often reported to be a bit taller, their descriptions and behaviors match well. The Hindu Kush mountains and Upper Chitral District are their usual home, but they are known to come down from the hills during winter to prowl around remote houses and steal livestock.

An elderly man, Rahim Shah, of the remote Allai Valley in Pakistan’s Battagram District, offers local knowledge of the Barmanu. “They are up there and only come down into the valley during heavy snows. I have been seeing them all my life, but this winter for the very first time, I saw a mother and child together, holding hands. They live up there and have always done so. They don’t bother me and I don’t bother them. They are mountain people too.”36

Along with his favorable opinion of them, he offers the insight of believing they live in hidden caves or underground. This is because in all his years of wandering the mountains, he has never found one of their homes. His grandfather once saw five of them together, and Rahim claims he saw a group of three adults one time, but he feels there are fewer surviving now than during his great-grandfather and grandfather’s lifetimes. He also suggests the devastating 2005 Kashmir earthquake as a reason, too. “They could have been killed in the quake or maybe they have moved to some other, safer place. Since then, more people have learnt of our valley and we now have a government presence, plus people go exploring in the mountains.”37 Rahim adds that Gujar nomads, who graze their herds during summer in the valley, have also reported seeing fewer Barmanu in the high pastures than ever before.

One night during a 2008 deployment in Kunar Province in Afghanistan, a U.S. Army Infantry team leader was manning an Observation Post (OP) overlooking a remote village.38 Using a thermal-imaging Long Range Scout Surveillance System (LRAS), he clearly zoomed in on a very large heat signature on the crest of a mountain roughly parallel to him at the same altitude. The image was so large that he believed he was observing a group of four or five individuals huddled together, but there was little to no movement from any of them for quite some time. Suddenly, he watched the entire heat signature move as one, unfolding its legs and standing up—as though it had been sitting there cross-legged. Even more unsettling, based on the height of the trees near it, the manlike figure when fully standing upright was at least 10 feet tall (3 meters)! The heat signature suggested that it was not wearing clothing of any sort, which would have created darker patches on the body, and its coloration seemed to be a uniform white, the way exposed skin and hair appears. The soldier watched in disbelief as the enormous image turned, scaled the mountainside with a fast, easy stride, and disappeared over the crest of the hill.

It was well past midnight and below freezing on a November 2011 night outside the mountain valley village of Bargi Matal, in Nuristan Province, Afghanistan. A 26-year-old veteran U.S. Army sergeant was on watch for any potential Taliban attack on the COP, scanning the surrounding steep hillsides with a thermal scope. At a distance of 500 to 600 meters (547–656 yards), he suddenly spotted something so unexplainable that he felt compelled to wake up five of his fellow squad members to look at it too. For the next 10 to 15 minutes, all of them observed a creature scrambling up the sheer, loose granite and shale mountainside at an impossibly fast and sure pace that none of them could reasonably explain. “It looked like a big monkey or ape. It was big and beefy in the shoulders,” the sergeant reported.39 None of them had any idea of what it could be, as it was much too large to be a man and looked very apelike, to the point that one of the soldiers even half-jokingly suggested that a gorilla must have escaped a zoo and wandered out into the wilderness. When the men later talked to locals, they were told that what they had seen was probably a Barmanu.

Unconfirmed reports by soldiers claim that they observed local men in these remote mountain villages periodically dyeing both their beards and the hair of selected goats in their herd with a distinct color of orange. Within a short time, these
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Guerillas in the Midst






The rock apes were not made up. But, very few Vietnam vets ever saw one during the day. The location of this apparent family of apes was northwest of Da Nang between there and Hue City, above the railroad tracks. We were guarding the tracks for a month or so when parts of the 2nd Battalion of the 26th Marines were deployed there. I was in Fox Company—a rifle company that did small outpost ambushes at night, guarded bridges and those tracks, and of course worked with local ARVN youngsters trying to give them some guidance. The apes were in some very dense jungle-like terrain all the time. I am sure they always knew when humans were anywhere close. I am positive they could smell us a mile away. Anyway, it was only a couple of times within a week that we were aware they were around.


They did occasionally come out in the daytime to raid our food supplies, but were always gone before we got back from our patrols and ambushes. They would make sure no one was nearby and then go after our C-rations by puncturing the cans with their canine teeth. If they hit something unsavory, they would simply drop it. The cans they did not open had large puncture holes in the tops, as if they were smelling for fruit or jelly, maybe. I believe a person could almost get a pinky finger tip in one of the holes I found in a ham and eggs can one day. They have jaws like baboons and made puncture holes in cans big enough to drop an M&M through without any problem. That’s one big tooth! When they hit the peaches or peanut butter, they would actually rip off the top of the cans and scoop out the treats.


They sure liked to mess up our camp, to throw stuff around too. They also liked to poop in our camp to tell us we were not welcome. I don’t think they appreciated us being there. I cannot describe one because I never saw one. But, one of the Marines I served with was bitten in the shoulder by an adult when the guy found a baby ape and picked it up. If all the Marines who went to Nam were interviewed . . . there would be a few who could sketch one from memory.60



[The Marine] found a baby one outside the perimeter on a hill his company was protecting and thought it was a lost chimpanzee. He picked it up, when out of nowhere, an ape the same size as him (he said), jumped on his back and bit him on his right shoulder, knocked him to the ground, and grabbed the little one all in about five seconds. All he saw was something brownish, as big as he was, and fast as hell heading into the underbrush, upright on its feet. He said it had a flat ape-like face but did not have those long dangling ape-like arms. The bite left four bruises, but were not severe enough to puncture the cloth on his shirt or his skin. He thought maybe this thing meant him no real harm, but wanted to send a message. Stories like this are everywhere. I had a fellow Marine (new in-country) light up a cigarette in the pitch black of night to find an ape eye-to-eye with him. Both let out a yell at the same time!61





Another probe, I guess. Unless it was rock apes—there are a lot of them in the jungle around here. One of them actually came right through the perimeter once. It scared the guy who saw it so much that the kid almost passed out before firing a whole magazine at him. People laughed pretty hard about it the next day because even with all of those bullets at short range, he missed. No dead rock ape in front of his position. If the guy in the next hole hadn’t seen the whole thing, I would have figured that the kid was making it all up. But I’d be really scared, too, if some huge, furry thing on two legs decided to lurch right up to me in the middle of the night.64















Guards at the depot here keep a watch for Powell’s Ape. It has been nearly three years since the monster was almost seen by a bleary-eyed guard. Detecting movement on the perimeter, the guard fired and the beast fled. When morning came the area was examined and a footprint and trail of blood were found. The footprint was neither human nor ape. A picture was taken of the track but no one could decide who or what had made it. It wasn’t long before Captain Powell, then a depot company commander, found his name associated with the monster. All that remains now is a small photograph on the ammunition area’s orderly room wall. Perhaps the legend of Powell’s Ape is all there ever was, but the guards at the ammunition area here still have something to think about besides Charlie.77







Banzai Bigfoot
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