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  INTRODUCTION

In a state whose history stretches from long before the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock to an era that sent men to walk on the moon, it should surprise no one that Florida’s archives include more than a few mysteries. There have been so many years for strange happenings to occur in the dense forests, for mystifying encounters with red-skinned people, for eerie sounds to emanate from the dark jungles, for animals to appear that had never been seen before—and that was just the beginning.

Attracted by the climate, settlers ventured to the Land of Flowers from all over the world, as they still do. In the beginning, there were no Pilgrims named Calvin or Smith or Winthrop in Florida. Rather, people with names like Narváez and de Soto and Menéndez explored her jungles, prairies, and swamps. Instead of turkey and cranberries, Florida had grouper and oranges, more pelicans and egrets than robins and blue jays. Things are different here, future ads rightly proclaimed. But people are pretty much the same everywhere. We all need some amusement and occasional relaxation.

With no television, no computers, and no iPads, early Floridians told stories to each other for entertainment, many about the mysteries that surrounded them every day.

Speaking of being surrounded, with a coastline about 2,276 miles long, the state is nearly encircled by ocean, and what is more mysterious than whatever lies deep beneath it?

Someone said mysteries that last a long time beget myths, so it follows that the Sunshine State can also claim more than the usual number of myths. Florida tells stories of the Native Americans, the Spaniards, the English, and the people from every other part of the globe who came to live in this fabled land. Tales about people’s homelands, origins, moral values, history, and religion have become myths. But in Florida, it didn’t stop there. Now myths are told about Disney World and the astronauts.

Folklore has a way of bringing us together, explaining the mysteries of the world, passing on wisdom, or simply amusing us. It fills a need that television, computers, and iPads cannot. As the state more and more becomes a victim of its own enchantment, it is essential that we protect her vanishing magic by continuing to retell her myths and mysteries.


  CHAPTER 1

The Elusive Florida Skunk Ape

What walks like a man, looks like an ape, and smells like a skunk? In the area north of the Everglades, that question stumps no one. The answer is the Florida Skunk Ape and, dear reader, be forewarned that you would most likely smell him long before you would see him.

Most certainly there are skeptics, but you may want to keep an open mind about it—particularly when nearly all Native American tribes have acknowledged belief in such a creature for hundreds of years, other Floridians have reported similar sightings for decades, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission operates a file on such sightings, and even respected scientists, although expressing doubt, still maintain the possibility of the creature’s existence.

In the early fall of 2000, the Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office received a letter from an anonymous woman containing two photographs of a creature she assumed was an escaped orangutan. The woman wanted to know if anyone had reported a missing orangutan. She said she was a senior citizen living with her husband near Interstate 75 and Myakka River State Park, and she explained how she came to have the photos of the animal.

“For two nights prior,” she said, “it had been taking apples, which my daughter brought down from up north, off our back porch. These pictures were taken on the third night it had raided my apples. It only came back one night after that and took some apples that my husband had left out in order to get a better look at it.” She thought the animal to be six-and-a-half to seven feet tall in a kneeling position. On the night she went outside to take the photos, she heard the creature making deep “whoomp” noises and smelled its “awful smell that lasted well after it had left my yard.” She and her husband watched for it to return for several nights after that, but they never saw it again.

She continued her letter, “Please find out where this animal came from and who it belongs to. It shouldn’t be loose like this, someone will get hurt.” She said she didn’t want “any fuss or people with guns traipsing behind our house. We live near I-75 and I’m afraid this orangutan could cause a serious accident if someone hit it.” She closed by saying, “Please look after this situation. I don’t want my backyard to turn into someone else’s circus. God bless. I prefer to remain anonymous.”

The sheriff’s office notified the Animal Control Division, which in turn contacted David Barkasy, the owner of the Silver City Serpentarium in Sarasota and a recognized animal welfare specialist. When shown the Myakka photos, as they came to be called, Barkasy was, of course, greatly interested. Aware that a professor in Maine, Loren Coleman, had written several books on cryptozoology and was considered a leading authority on the subject, Barkasy wasted no time in contacting Coleman. Through the chain of events that followed, serious studies of the smallest details of the photos led Coleman to issue a statement saying that they were perhaps “the first good non-hoaxed photographs of a so-called Florida Skunk Ape,” but he added, “Further investigations must be ongoing.”

Barkasy and Coleman made every effort to locate the woman who wrote the letter to the sheriff’s office, but to no avail. They wanted to learn where the pictures were taken in order to do a thorough examination of that area, but unfortunately, the letter writer never came forward. She was apparently determined to maintain her privacy.

The Skunk Ape, Florida’s version of Bigfoot, Sasquatch, the Loch Ness Monster, Yeti, or a host of other mysterious creatures reported to have been sighted in many parts of the world, is described as a humanlike, bipedal creature, seven to ten feet tall, covered with shaggy, dark hair, and having, some say, large, fiery-red eyes. The ape is said to have a prominent brow ridge and a low forehead. Invariably, a smell most foul, akin to rotten eggs, spoiled cheese, and animal excrement is described, supposedly caused by the creature living in air pockets of below-ground alligator burrows. Casts made of its footprints are sometimes as long as twenty-four inches and four inches wide, with anywhere from four to six toes. The Florida Skunk Ape’s prints apparently do not show signs of knuckle walking as some other Bigfoot trails have demonstrated.

Early Native American tribes have versions of humanlike giants in their histories, particularly in the Pacific Northwest. In Florida, most but not all of the reports come from the Everglades region. Even before European explorers arrived, Florida’s native Seminoles and Miccosukees talked of “Shaawanoki,” meaning big hairy men. Creatures in other areas are occasionally described as emitting a foul odor, but with Florida’s creature, the stench is a given, leading to the name Skunk Ape.

Scientists in general are not convinced that the Skunk Ape really exists, although some remain open-minded about the existence of a Bigfoot creature. One of the best known is British primatologist Jane Goodall, probably the world’s leading chimpanzee expert, who has publicly declared her hope that the Skunk Ape does exist, while recognizing that there is no evidence at present to completely support such an idea.

The term cryptozoology, first coined in the 1950s, has come to be used in science to mean the study of animals not yet formally recognized by scientists but bolstered by evidence of some kind from human beings in the form of reports, anecdotes, and sightings. These elusive, unknown animals are called cryptids.

The International Society of Cryptozoology, which was formed in 1982 but forced to disband in 1998 due to financial difficulties, was a scholarly operation dedicated to the “investigation, analysis, publication, and discussion of all matters related to animals of unexpected form or size, or unexpected occurrence in time or space.” Its aim was to evaluate evidence of animals whose existence is unproven and to create a forum where people could exchange information to be studied and evaluated. The society held its meetings at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., with membership open to laymen and scientists.

The majority of the scientific community is generally skeptical of the Skunk Ape’s existence, due to the lack of firm physical proof. They mainly credit sightings either to hoaxes or to misidentification of creatures already known. Volumes of evidence do indicate that multiple hoaxes have been fashioned over the years, but still, they do not provide indisputable proof that an undocumented animal does not dwell among us.

The most well known authority on Bigfoot, Loren Coleman, a professor at the University of Southern Maine, has followed various kinds of Bigfoot sightings for more than forty-five years. He estimates that 70 to 80 percent of sightings are hoaxes, but even so, he reminds us that new animals are being discovered every day. For example, as recently as 2010, a never-before-seen six-foot-long lizard was discovered in the Philippines, and in the last ten years, four hundred new creatures have been found—insects, birds, and mammals.

Of all the Bigfoot sightings, about one-third of them have been in the Pacific Northwest. There is even a charming tavern near Mount Rainier called The Bigfoot Tavern with a popular drink named the Red Eye and a resident band called The Howling Wood Knockers, in tribute to characteristics ascribed to the resident Bigfoot.

Some Floridians are convinced that the state’s Bigfoot, the Skunk Ape, does exist because, for one thing, they question why any con artist would ramble through the steaming jungles of the Everglades or the Green Swamp, in Florida’s heat and humidity, wearing a hot, furry gorilla suit, particularly during hunting season. Still, as we all know, people have been known to subject themselves to far worse when possible fame and fortune are involved.

Even so, it is probably best to consider the aim or motivation of those claiming to have seen a Skunk Ape. Are they trying to sell a book? Drum up publicity for a money-making scheme of some kind? Get personal pleasure out of putting something over on others?

Or, are they sincere people with no ax to grind? There have been countless accounts from reportedly honorable, forthright people who are totally convinced they encountered a Skunk Ape. Some may want to share their stories but fear being taken for a fool. People with flawless reputations, including professionals, officers of the law, and even scientists have described seeing the creatures while camping, hiking, or driving through some of the thousands of miles of Florida wild lands.

A group of upright, all-American Boy Scouts claim that a huge, hairy, apelike creature terrified them when they were camped in the Ocala National Forest in 1959. More than one long-distance truck driver has sworn to have experienced nighttime encounters with large, smelly beasts when they pulled over to rest along I-75, Florida’s western interstate. In 1971, a group of archaeologists saw a big, odoriferous ape in the Big Cypress Swamp. The creature left behind seventeen-and-a-half-inch tracks where it had walked.

The clearheaded and practical pastor of the Fort McCoy Baptist church in Charlotte County near the Lake Woodruff National Wildlife Refuge reported seeing a huge, hairy creature while he was driving on an unpaved road after cutting some firewood. In 1993, two different accounts of big, hairy creatures in the Titusville area were made public, one from a Lockheed Systems manager at the Kennedy Space Center and the other from a NASA engineer.

In 1997, two similar statements were taken from longtime residents with homes “grandfathered” within the Big Cypress National Preserve. The first report came from a well-known Everglades City real estate agent who had seen many bears near her home in the past and was certain what she saw that time was not a bear. She made her report reluctantly, knowing full well the sort of reactions it would generate.

The second sighting came from a one-time US Air Force intelligence officer, then chief of the Ochopee Fire Control District, whose home was near the home of the real estate agent. The fire chief, who was driving on the same road as the real estate agent’s sighting, managed to get a photograph of the elusive ape-like creature, but the photo was not clear.

It is not always easy to screen out the hoaxes from the honest mistakes or misidentifications because, for one thing, the extent to which some folks will go to grab the limelight can be astonishing.

One recent Florida scam was a whopper in which a trio of Georgia hunters claimed to have in their possession the iced 230-pound body of Bigfoot. The three claimants were a police officer, a corrections officer, and a man with his own radio show, who openly touted himself as head of a firm devoted to solving the mystery of the creature, but whom some authorities described as nothing more than a con man. On television news networks, the men showed photos of their creature’s frozen corpse and claimed to have DNA evidence to back up their statements.

However, eventual examination of the dead animal by a reputable biologist produced the DNA of a possum, apparently added to a dummy for odor effect. The Bigfoot corpse was a fake made with manufactured hair and rubber feet. Nevertheless, it seemed like a good way to sell Bigfoot T-shirts and caps; additionally, for just five hundred dollars, the men offered to lead adventurers on a Bigfoot expedition. The same radio host would later conduct an elaborate expedition into Florida’s Thousand Island area in search of the Skunk Ape; he reported finding a huge “bedding area” and very large footprints, but alas, no Skunk Ape.

Regardless of the obvious hoaxes, the Myakka pictures were seriously studied, with videographers enlisted to analyze them. Biologists were consulted to consider whether the creature might be a feral orangutan. A PhD candidate in zoology measured and analyzed the size of the creature’s pupil in the first and second photos. Others analyzed the animal’s facial expression as it made the “whoomp” sound, according to the woman who sent in the picture.

While there was admittedly no assertion as to the validity of the photos, Coleman stated that he believed the photographs were neither of a person in a costume nor of a zoo animal that had escaped. He helped track the two photos to a specific photo lab. The FBI then consulted police, who had been dispatched when the anonymous letter was received. A Sarasota newspaper claimed that hairs found in bushes in the area did not match any known ape, but no follow-up was reported.

Ochopee, a small town on the Tamiami Trail surrounded by the Everglades, seems to be the area most preferred by the Skunk Ape. Given the human population of just 128 and bragging rights to the smallest post office in the United States, it is perhaps understandable that any shy, retiring animal might favor this area in Collier County. The locality also claims the only Skunk Ape Research Headquarters in the world.

The headquarters, run by brothers Dave and Jack Shealy, is also the front office for the Shealys’ Trail Lakes Campground. The setup might remind visitors of some other small tourist attractions in the Sunshine State, complete with a petting zoo and the ubiquitous souvenir shop selling ice cream, T-shirts, alligator heads, Skunk Ape souvenirs, and other knickknacks.
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As might be expected, the Skunk Ape Research Headquarters has attracted its usual share of skeptics, but Dave, the more outgoing brother, has been interviewed by the Wall Street Journal, the Miami Herald, and Reader’s Digest and has appeared on the Discovery Channel, Inside Edition, and Comedy Central’s The Daily Show, among other television programs.

Shealy claims that he has observed the Skunk Ape three times, the result of this determined man sitting in a tree for several hours every night for eight months, watching, waiting. To lure the Skunk Ape, he left mounds of what he says is the creature’s favorite food, large half-dollar-size lima beans, which he soaks in water and scatters in piles about the area. (How he learned the creature preferred lima beans has not been explained.) When he finally glimpsed the creature one night, he sat back and watched, swearing he was never afraid. He was convinced that the animal, whatever it was, meant him no harm. The few photographs he took with his ever-present camera were not distinct enough to convince most observers of the creature’s authenticity.

One favorite point that skeptics make is to ask what has become of the bones of dead Skunk Apes, if the creatures ever existed. Everything must die, so why have their skeletons never been found? It’s not a hard question to answer, in Florida at least. In the Sunshine State’s subtropical heat and humidity, even panther or bear skeletons are rarely found, either; in fact, rodents and other animals usually destroy the remains of other dead animals within twenty-four hours. Although the remains of the Skunk Ape would be much larger, there is no reason to believe its fate would be any different. In addition, Florida’s subtropical climate would be a natural living environment for primates, as would the enormous wild areas in the state.

Another important explanation for Skunk Ape sightings that doubters offer is misidentification. The bear could easily be mistaken for the elusive animal, they believe. The bear stands upright, is hairy and dark, and inhabits areas where Bigfoot sightings have been reported. Their footprints are similar, and some humans who have been fairly close to bears say that most bears also emit a foul odor.

There are skeptics in the scientific community, but there are believers, too. Dr. Jeff Meldrum, professor of anatomy and anthropology at Idaho State University, has pronounced the search for Bigfoot to be a valid scientific one and is quoted as saying, “Given the scientific evidence that I have examined, I’m convinced there’s a creature out there that’s yet to be identified.”

Jimmy Chilcutt, of the Conroe, Texas, Police Department, a prominent fingerprint expert, has studied the dermal ridges of men and apes and their distinct differences. After studying the casts that have been made of tracks thought to be from the Skunk Ape, Chilcutt put his reputation on the line by stating that the casts indicated the existence of an unknown primate.

According to Professor G. W. Gill, president of the American Board of Forensic Anthropology, professor emeritus at the University of Wyoming, and a widely recognized expert in skeletal biology, “Either the most complex and sophisticated hoax in the history of anthropology has continued for centuries without being exposed or the most manlike and largest nonhuman primate has managed to survive in parts of North America and remains undiscovered by modern science.”

On the other hand, a Washington State zoologist, John Crane, has stated unequivocally, “There is no such thing as Bigfoot. No data other than material that’s clearly been fabricated has ever been presented.”

Nevertheless, every year scientists discover many new species. Some are small insects, but in 2010, they uncovered sizable animals like the aforementioned six-foot-long lizard and a red-bearded monkey that not only is the size of a cat, but also emits a kitten-like purr when snuggled. Loren Coleman reminds skeptics that it took almost seventy years for live specimens of the mountain gorilla and the giant panda to be found.

Interest in the Skunk Ape waxes and wanes. Sightings increase in frequency, then drop off but never completely disappear. Visitors continue to stop at the Skunk Ape Research Headquarters in Ochopee for Skunk Ape T-shirts and alligator teeth. The Bigfoot Field Researchers Organization, with its video cameras and microphones and other up-to-the-minute equipment, continues to offer expeditions to Skunk Ape fans—no guns allowed.

Currently, a film crew has begun work on a television
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