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A Note to Readers




Our fascination with Bigfoot is because we’re interested in the mystery and possibilities of its existence. Funny how most of us aren’t interested in the mystery and possibilities of our own existence. We just wander in our own forest of discontent. Hopefully, sharing my own such wanderings—weird and raw as they are—will help you handle the trees of your own proverbial forest. 




Motivational Monsters® shows how The Great Vampire Epidemic transformed the Holy Roman Empire, teaching us how to identify an agenda. And how ghosts, be they orbs or angels or bananas, expose the dangers of confirmation bias. See how encountering proverbial Sea Monsters helps us overcome doubt, and how hunting for Bigfeet—yeti, Sasquatch, and others—helps us find ourselves. 




Critical life skills disguised as monster lore.™




PART I.

INTRODUCTION







Cryptid [krip•tid]




Noun




1. A creature whose reported existence is unproved.

• E.g., Bigfoot, or Yeti, or Skunk Ape.

• E.g., Loch Ness monster, or Champ.

• E.g., a parent who approves of you.







Bigfoot, Bigfeet




Imagine you find a paw print in the mud. It’s of a certain size, has four toes with claw marks, four oval shapes, a distinct heel pad. You easily recognize it as a canine track. But is it a wolf, a coyote, a dog, or a fox? Well, you don’t know that, only that it’s one of them. You know it’s canine because you recognize the traits common to them all: size, shape, toe count, claw presence. These traits are the phenotype of the track. And you used phenotypic grouping to identify it as a canine. Because you’re a phenotypical grouper. That doesn’t mean you’re a fish. It means you’re one who instinctively applies familiar patterns to new things you encounter. 

This is what people are doing when they encounter alleged Bigfoot prints. Our mystery prints can be of a certain size—usually very large—but are not always. It can have five toes, but again, not always. They’re all very wide. Sometimes throughout, but always at the ball—or metatarsal pad—of the foot. You definitely recognize these prints as human-like, but there is a lot of variance to the reasons why you don’t want to call it human. This is partly why scientists balk at labeling it anything at all; it’s just too imprecise. 

But we phenotypical groupers know it’s in a certain group, don’t we? Even if we don’t know what the group actually is. It’s a group that covers prints found in the forests of the Pacific Northwest, the swamps of the Deep South, the glaciers of the Himalayas, the jungles of Sumatra. This group has left evidence all over the world. What to call such a broad-ranging group, then? What name covers everything from Sasquatch, skookum and skunk ape, to yeti, orang pendek, and your mother?

For the purpose of this book, I’m labeling this phenotypic group Bigfeet. 

I know, I know; technically, this is incorrect. By capitalizing it, I’m calling it a proper noun, like a personal name. John, for instance. Lower case would make it a regular noun, like john. Which is a toilet. Sorry, bad example. The point is that I don’t care if it’s correct or not, so long as it’s communicative. When I say Bigfoot, you might think specifically of a fellow from Northern California. And when I say Bigfoots, you might think of his family and friends. You’re on the right track—pun!—but I don’t want our name to exclude parts of the world with names of their own, like Nepal’s yeti or Russia’s almas, both of which we’ll learn about in this book. 

Thus, to label all the creatures that make these mysterious footprints that we’ve phenotypically grouped together, I’m going to use the incorrect, but understandable, Bigfoot for singular, and Bigfeet for plural. 

And now I’m going to show you how your interest in Bigfoot can help you understand yourself AND THE WORLD! 

Yes, I used all caps to get your attention. The learning of this lore provides a bevy of mental and emotional hacks that go far beyond the paranormal—right into the normal, which is your life. Painfully normal, in fact. I know you think your life is a uniquely flaming pile of crap and debris from a lifetime of mistakes, but that’s what’s normal these days. It’s up to you to change it. Remember what Bigfoot says: “Only you can prevent forest fires.” 

What’s that? That was Smokey the Bear, you say? Don’t be naive. That’s just a government cover up trying to protect the Bigfeet living in our National Parks. 

Maybe you think you already know all there is to know about Bigfeet—and yourself. Trust me, you don’t know squatch about either. Here’s what you’ll find regarding Bigfeet, and how it will help you understand yourself better. Put these lessons into use—with a little help from the great philosophers—and you can achieve happiness greater than 99% of people. 




Yeti

The yeti dwells among the snows and glaciers of the world’s highest mountains. To some, the yeti is a mysterious, unknown creature of flesh and blood, an animal to be hunted, to be captured, to be catalogued. We’ll follow the footsteps of these intrepid adventurers, be awed by their audacity, disgusted by their failures. To others, the yeti is a well-understood creature of both body and spirit. Like, it’s literally a Buddhist monk. Some yeti body parts are kept as sacred relics in remote monasteries. Others are smuggled out by Hollywood stars. Revealing the yeti’s secrets reveals our own, explaining why we think the way we do, and how that often holds us back from success. 




Orang Pendek

Great expeditions into the unknown are not just a thing of the past. I trekked deep into the jungles of Sumatra in search of the fabled orang pendek. I planned the weeks-long foray to the smallest detail. International cryptid expert? Check. Local guides and porters? Check. Leech socks? Big check. I thought the only dangers would be knee-deep mud and hungry tigers. And encephalitis. Turns out, those were the easy things to deal with. It was the people who were maddening. Sure, I could blame the others for what happened, but that would be a lie. 




Bigfoot

Americans first bumped into Bigfeet centuries ago. Do archived newspaper accounts reveal its truth? Questionable, as we’ll see. More telling is the trail of Bigfoot stomping across native cultures. Even the boldest conspiracy theorist would balk at explaining how a hundred different tribes all have a word for Bigfoot. The search for Bigfoot challenges many of our beliefs. Rather, assumptions. Certainly that’s what I discovered on my disastrous Bigfoot hunt. And, ultimately, that it’s not Bigfoot who’s really hiding. 




Scandalous Sasquatch

Sex. Lies. Feet. As Lord Byron noted: “Truth is always strange; stranger than fiction.” Strange indeed is Bigfeet sex slavery—in both directions. Don’t worry, it’s suitable for work. Maybe. Strange, too, is Sasquatch’s connection with our most mysterious acronyms. Coverups by the CIA. Files from the FBI. Connections with UFOs. These spicy secrets expose just how much we don’t know what we don’t know, and can help us find peace with it.




How Bigfeet Help

By learning fascinating new things about yeti, orang pendek, and Bigfoot, we’ve simultaneously learned tangible ways to improve our own lives. I’m talking concrete steps to follow. Or should I say plaster casts? Here, I lay it all out: how Bigfoot helps us to be happier than 99% of people. 




PART II.

YETI







Snow Job [snō•jäb]




Idiom




1. An attempt to persuade using flattery or deception.

• E.g., your parents saying they’re proud of you.

• E.g., your boss saying you’re doing a good job.

• E.g., anyone at all saying that you’re a winner.










THE MONKEY TEMPLE




“The wise man knows what he does not know.” 




—Confucius








YETI DEBACLE




The blend of nature and architecture was seamless, offering both audacity and elegance to make Tolkien’s elves weep. 

Pines spearing high, earth sloping deep. An ice-choked stream tumbling over large rocks to curl around a small, snow-girt islet. A single pine rose from its center, nature placing it as perfectly as a baker finishing a cupcake with a cherry. This was nature at its finest, seemingly untrammeled by man. Seemingly. For, throughout the grove, conforming to hill and sweep, slithered a house. 

Walls of glass, wide and sheer. Supports of stones, superbly stacked and lovingly mortared. Despite its impressive size, the structure nearly vanished in the forest. What gave it away was the warm glow of firelight from within, painting the snowbanks orange.

A second, matching piece accompanied the house. Somewhat yonder, a garage with a stretch of balcony above, a spread of flagstone below. Connecting the two a meandering walk, lit by lamps low among glistening, ice-heavy ferns. It was bisected by the stream, which was bisected by the islet. Two delicately arcing spans of redwood connected path to islet, islet to path, completing the route. 

Welcome to fabulous Lake Tahoe!

This was a billionaire’s house, of course. I felt immensely grateful to even see the place, let alone enter it. But enter it I would, if they let me. My doubt wasn’t because I wasn’t invited, but because I wasn’t on time. I despised being late, so I rushed down the path—past the garage, through the pines, over the stream via the islet, to finally alight at the door. Scattered haphazardly to the left and right were dozens upon dozens of shoes. 

I bent over, began tugging at my laces. Suddenly, I was struck from behind. A splat, a shiver. Somebody hit me with a snowball! I heard a childlike giggle, but knew it wasn’t from a child. I spun about and instantly saw my assailant. There was no hiding the bright orange robes he wore. He was a slight man with shaved head and dark skin. He smiled and waved at me. He stood atop the balcony wrapping the apartment above the garage. That was a long distance for such an accurate shot, not to mention through all the branches. Impressive, indeed!

The monk rushed down the wooden staircase, danced along the path, and materialized at my side. He moved like a youth, despite his obviously advanced age. He kicked off his sandals, opened the door to the house, and motioned for me to follow. And so I did, guided by the mischievous gleam in his eyes. 

Inside, he dashed down a long hall of glass, connecting the entry room with the main house. Rushing through such phenomenal architecture pained me, but the monk beckoned brightly. We entered a vast living room. The walls were a homey mix of stone and glass, far distant. It really was a huge room. It had to be, to host two giant fireplaces, a full-sized bar, a wall of wine racks, a grand piano, and two dozen people. 

All attendees were women of more or less middle age. Of clothing, designer labels high in stature. Of coiffure, differently colored variants of ‘the Rachel’, which was in vogue at the time. Correction: tucked among the ladies was one other man, in a thick blue sweater. 

The monk invited me to sit, then tiptoed his way through the audience. He stepped onto a raised dais, graced with the grand piano. He regarded the instrument’s bench seat, which had been positioned to accommodate a speaker. Finally, he pushed it to the side and dropped smoothly into a lotus position. Legs crossed, robes arranged, he then bowed deeply to the crowd. 

A woman in the front rose and introduced herself as the owner of the house. As she was clearly, like, twenty-five years old, and this was before the era of social media influencers, I harbored the suspicion she was Mrs. Owner-of-the-House. But what do I know? She thanked us all for coming, then introduced the monk. 

“Please give a round of applause to our guest speaker,” she said, “visiting us all the way from India and the court of His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Ladies—and I see some gentlemen, too!—I present to you Lobsang Samten!”

He smiled at one and all, a broad and natural smile, then waved for quiet. The audience was silent, rapt with attention. There was nary a fidget nor cough. Only the tick of a far-off grandfather clock. Finally he spoke. His English was confident, if broken. He said he wanted to begin with a prayer. He asked we repeat what he does. 

He closed his eyes, rocked back and forth, hummed long and deep. It was a pure, resonant note, which he held for a good twenty seconds. 

“Hmmmmmmmm.”

The response was a fairly accurate mimic. Nearly all of the attendees were women, but the depth of the hum was within their vocal range. Near the end of the proper duration, the uniform hum broke down a bit. One lady was forced to cough. This prompted gentle laughter. 

“Good,” Lobsang Samten said, eyes still closed, body still rocking. He paused a moment, then hummed again. This time the hum was longer and deeper.

“Hmmmmmmmmmmmmmm.” 

The response? Not so good. Most of those present struggled to get their voices so deep. Perhaps half pulled it off. But none held out anywhere near the length of the Tibetan monk. Wide-ranging were the breakdowns. Uniform was the embarrassment. This time there was much good-natured laughter. 

“Very good,” Lobsang said, finally opening his eyes. They twinkled. “Only one more,” he said, “But very important. Try your best.” He scanned the room, left and right, ensuring all took his instruction to heart. The room quieted, prepared. Then Lobsang Samten loosed his final call—unleashing Tibetan Buddhist throat singing. 

What’s that? Only a specialized vocal technique that manipulates the vocal tract to produce multiple tones simultaneously. And one of the tones was ridiculously deep—a full two octaves lower than the average male voice. Some Tibetan monks have been known to sing as low as 30 Hz, which is just barely above the threshold of human hearing. I had no doubt that Lobsang Samten was such a monk. His hum was so deep, and so loud, I thought the house would shake. 

“HHMMMMMMMMMUUUUUUUUUUUUHHHH.” 

Needless to say, there was no response. Beyond wide-eyed stares, that is. Lobsang held his booming hum well over a full minute. It was one of the most impressive displays I had ever—have ever, even to this day—witnessed. Then, with nary an intake of breath, he giggled. 

There was definitely more to this small, old man than met the eye. 

Next, Lobsang said he wanted to share a story. And so he did, which I will briefly paraphrase for you. 

In December of 1933, the 13th Dalai Lama died. Immediately thereafter, Tibetan authorities began the search for the next Dalai Lama. This person was more than a successor; he was a reincarnation. There were numerous challenges to finding him—for in those days it was presumed to be a him—least of all the fact that the Tibetan Plateau was almost 50% larger than Alaska, and far more mountainous. 

Fortunately, the deceased Dalai Lama gave the first clue. After his death, his body, placed in a seated position, turned to face northeast. Thus, to the northeast they cast their intentions. The correctness of this decision was corroborated by the prophecy of an oracle, which gave further details. He saw a monastery with a golden roof in the Amdo region. And that prophecy was corroborated, too, by visions at a sacred lake, which gave even further details. They sought the village home to Kumbum Monastery.

When the time was right, a search party was dispatched to the area. It was led by senior lama and regent of Tibet, Reting Rinpoche. His coterie identified several boys born around the time of the Dalai Lama’s death. One of the boys, a mere two and a half years old, claimed to recognize members of the search party. He called out to them in the Lhasa dialect, which was foreign to the Amdo region. This impressive display fixated attention upon him. His name was Lhamo Dhondup. 

In the family home, tests were given. A pair of walking sticks was laid out before the boy. Lhamo Dhondup immediately picked up the former Dalai Lama’s stick and said delightfully, “It’s mine, it’s mine!” Similar tests were administered with a rosary, a drum, and numerous mundane household items. Lhamo Dhondup consistently chose the correct items. Equally important to his success rate, however, was his demeanor. The boy selected all not only correctly, but with a cool confidence. 

Soon after, Lhamo Dhondup was formally recognized as His Holiness, the 14th Dalai Lama. 

Just so you know, in Tibet both names are given names, as opposed to names given and family. If interaction with other cultures requires it, individuals will select one name as the ‘family name’ to avoid confusion. Name changes such as Kanye to Yeezy to Ye are curiously absent. But not Yi Dwags. Those are Tibetan ‘hungry ghosts’. If you don’t know what those are, The Motivational Ghost is for you!

 Lobsang Samten presented this extraordinary tale with authority beyond that of merely a religious devotee and exiled Tibetan citizen. He witnessed the tests personally because he was, in fact, the Dalai Lama’s older brother. Which, given the timeframe, would make him over seventy years old. He had the vitality of a man half that age and the enthusiasm of someone a quarter of that; he giggled like a schoolboy, with or without snowballs. 

Lobsang Samten, legs yet crossed, arms yet folded, began rocking side to side. The movement was long-practiced, fluid, focused. He closed his eyes, lost in the rhythm, in the moment. Eventually, body yet swaying, eyes yet closed, he smiled and asked, “Questions?”

So entranced was the audience, so quiet was the room, no one dared speak. Until someone did. 

“Aren’t you mad at the Chinese for kicking you out of Tibet?”

The room exploded with outrage—and more than a little profanity.

“I know I’d be pissed off!”

“Yeah, those bastards! You should bomb the hell out of them!”

“Get rid of those little yellow assholes!” 

Anger filled the air, so thick it stifled breath. But through it all, Lobsang Samten rocked gently, head down, eyes closed. Finally he stopped. He opened his eyes, serenely glanced about the panting, dare I say frothing, audience. Then he clapped his hands sharply. The sharp sound cut off all remaining huffing and muttering. He clapped in a unique way, using one motion to both clap and slide out his hand to direct it to someone in the audience. 

Clap! To a woman in Versace. He asked, “What do you think?”

“Me?” Ms. Versace baroque stammered. “Um, I think it’s complicated.” 

The monk nodded deeply, agreed, “Yes.” 

Clap! To a woman in Prada. “What do you think?”

“They should be kicked out,” Ms. Prada A-line replied. “Who do they think they are?”

“Yes,” he said. Then Lobsang Samten resumed his rocking, his closed eyes, his energetic serenity. After a long moment, he asked again, “Questions?”

“You ever see the Abominable Snowman?”

Not knowing the term, he asked for an explanation. Somehow, this caused more consternation than the Tibetans losing their millennia-old ancestral homeland to an invading Communist dictatorship. 

“It’s a snow monster! I love Scooby-Doo.” 

“It’s a stupid $500 cooler. My husband bought one—God, he’s so stupid!” 

“I know, right? My husband never uses his! I could have gotten a hot stone treatment for that, which I could really use! Tonight he’s gonna get it!”

The other man in attendance craned his neck around, looked over the sea of bobbing bob cuts with bangs. His gaze eventually found, then locked onto, my own. He was scared. I was scared, too. And I wasn’t sure what to do about it. Should I try to calm down the crowd? Could I calm down the crowd? I wasn’t sure it was my place to even try. And I was positive it would not be well received. 



#WisdomHit: Try to avoid angry women. Sometimes if they don’t get their way they take out their frustrations by cooking. Probably by eating too much macaroni and cheese. But maybe by boiling your pet bunny rabbit. For more on this, see Fatal Attraction.



Yet, through it all, Lobsang Samten remained unperturbed. He nodded sagely and said, “Ah, yes. Yeti. Very important being, very spiritual. A Bhikshu—a monk like me! How can this be?” 

Clap! To a woman in Gucci. “What do you think?”

Ms. Bohemian-glam Gucci noticed that he had not answered the question. And Ms. Bohemian-glam Gucci did not approve. Not to mention felt put upon. 

“Why are you asking me? I’m from Brentwood. You seen one or not?”

“Yeah, yes or no?!”

“What’s wrong with you—why won’t you just tell us? We’re paying you to answer questions, not ask them! Don’t you people know how things work?”

Things devolved from there. I don’t really remember because my mind repressed most of it, so ugly it was. But not all of it. Some things I’ll remember forever. 










YETI COUNTRY




I left the session with Lobsang Samten pondering. I was intrigued by the search for the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama. The mix of mystical elements and empirical tests was corroborated by the Dalai Lama himself. That didn’t prove much. But it was corroborated, too, by universities like Case Western Reserve and newspapers like the Chicago Tribune.1,2 The story prompted me to ponder which influenced my decisions more, belief or data? And, more importantly, was I happy with the one over the other? Or was there room for both in my life?

These are good questions, ones which I encourage everyone to engage. But they are not the thrust of this book. For what really impacted me was the disparity of behavior between the American attendees and the Tibetan monk.

I was disappointed in the Tahoe tribe. Clearly, these were rich people who had won at life. Their sense of entitlement proved that. Why ditch the happiness of access to an exclusive, rare opportunity in favor of impatience, anger, and suspicion? While I did not approve of their thinking, I understood it. We call ourselves The Melting Pot, but usually don’t live up to such an aspirational name. We Americans shoot each other over road rage. We are prone to distrust, and even be hostile towards, people who don’t think like us—be they foreigners or fellow Americans.

Remember, different perspectives are not attacks on your worldview.

Somehow, through all that unwarranted impatience, anger, and suspicion, Lobsang Samten had retained his childlike glee. Clearly, his unshakable happiness wasn’t because he was immature or a half-wit. His throat singing proved that. What was he thinking? How was he thinking? It made me wonder, why do we think the way we do? Can we change it?

At the time, I couldn’t find the answers to these questions. But after I went to Yeti Country myself, I found that I could.

So, what is Yeti Country?

It’s a region in Asia. You’ve probably heard of the Himalayas, maybe of Tibet. But what about Nepal and Bhutan? Could you find them on a map? And then there’s Sikkim, which I’m pretty sure you’ve never heard of. First I’ll explain each, then I’ll put them together for you.

Himalayas. Tibet. Nepal and Bhutan. Sikkim. Let’s go!

The Himalayas are a mountain range of staggering proportions. How staggering? Let’s use the Rocky Mountains for comparison. The Rockies count 67 peaks over 14,000 feet. That’s a lot. Europe doesn’t even have one. But the Himalayas? It’s probably got as many as 300 of them. They’re so numerous—and so rugged, and so high, and so remote—nobody knows the full count even to this day. But we know there’s more than 100 peaks higher than 24,000 feet. That’s ridiculously high, a full 66% higher than anything in the Rockies. Again, there’s over 100 of ‘em! But the range is equally wide. It’s so big, it stretches across all of Central Asia.

Tibet is a high-altitude plateau just north of the Himalayas. That’s the China side. For many millennia it was its own sovereign entity, but that changed in 1950. That’s when China took control at gunpoint. The plateau is vast and arid and double the size of Texas. Despite that hugeness, the whole thing averages over 14,000 feet in elevation. No, not individual mountains poking up over fourteen. I’m talking the whole thing. That’s why they call it ‘the roof of the world’.

Tibet is open to tourists, but access is highly regulated. You need specific permits and organized tours to get in, per TAR, or the Tibet Autonomous Region. Simply put, it’s in China now, and they keep a very close eye on everybody within their borders, for Communist dictatorship reasons.

Nepal is a country, as in has representation in the United Nations and whatnot. It’s a small place, landlocked, tucked in between India and China. Blink and you’ll miss it. But it has distinction, nonetheless, being home to all of the world’s highest peaks, including the very highest, Mt. Everest. Do you want to climb Mt. Everest? I wouldn’t, considering each year climbers at basecamp pile on an additional 18 tons of poop.3 But if you do, get thee to Nepal. It welcomes visitors.

Bhutan is also a bona fide country, despite being only half the size of Nepal. It’s about as big as Maryland. It, too, is filled with high peaks. And it, too, is open to foreigners. But it’ll cost you. Tourism is tightly limited to minimize impact on their environment and culture. In 2024, the visa fee was $100 per person per night. It is literally the only country in the world to charge so much. But who’s complaining? Up until 2023, it was $200.

And finally we have Sikkim. Contrary to what many early explorers wrote, Sikkim is not and never was a province of Nepal. Historically, the region was a sovereign kingdom, much in the way of Tibet. In 1817, by treaty and probably money and surely intimidation, it became a British protectorate. And so it remained until 1975, when it voted to become a part of India. Which is what it is today. Go look at a map of India. North of it you’ll see the small nation of Nepal and, nearby, the smaller nation of Bhutan. Look closer, and you’ll see a little gap in between them. That’s Sikkim.

In summary, Yeti Country is the big blob of Tibet to the north, the slender line of Nepal, Sikkim, and Bhutan to the south, with the entirety of the Himalaya Mountains in between. And remember, the entirety of the Himalayas is staggering in scope. This is a land so remote and rugged that not even satellite photography has plumbed its depths.

Even time is different in Yeti Country. Nepal’s time zone is fifteen minutes ahead of India and fifteen minutes behind Bhutan. India itself, for that matter, has a time zone that is 30 minutes off from its neighbors Pakistan and Bangladesh. The whole thing is bizarre and confusing and you should just ignore it. Until you visit, that is.

Of course, it’s not officially called Yeti Country. That’s just what I call it. But the entire region does have a real name. It’s Mahalangur Himal, which translates as “The Mountains of the Great Monkeys.” Telling, no?

So, what are yeti?

Well, according to the Nazis, they were cold-resistant Proto-Aryans. Nazis, you say? Oh, yes. The search for yeti is never boring. Finding the yeti was part of the Nazi obsession with proving they were the ultimate super humans, aka the “Aryan race.” That’s right: the poster child for Aryans was not a blue-eyed blonde, but a yeti. Go figure.

Leading this circus was no less than the head of the SS, Heinrich Himmler. He was arguably the second-most powerful man in Hitler’s Nazi Germany. Certainly he was the most feared. As head of the SS, Himmler was in charge of the secret police. Not to mention he was the guy who designed and built the concentration camps, among other dubious “accomplishments.”

In 1938, before the Nazis kicked off WWII, Himmler spent his time fantasizing about the Nazi connection to ancient Nordic gods and cosmic ice. No, not regular ice, like from Earth, but cosmic ice. He was obsessed with the idea called “glacial cosmogony,” which was a … unique… theory about cosmic ice shaping history. Himmler thought Yeti Country, with its ancient vibes and snowy peaks, might hold clues to the Aryan origin story. And he thought the yeti was a “cold-resistant Proto-Aryan”—like a frost-proof caveman ancestor who could survive icy wastelands and prove the Nazis are nature’s MVPs.4 To prove it he created a research club called the Ahnenerbe. That means “Ancestral Heritage.”

To lead Ahnenerbe, they hired one Ernst Schäfer. He was a German zoologist. He had joined the SS in 1933, but spent the decade traipsing around Yeti Country. Mostly he looked for birds. He accepted the job because he had a deep need for adventure and the Nazis had deep pockets for schemes that reinforced their propaganda. He assembled a team that included a geographer, an insect guy, and an anthropologist named Bruno Beger. His role was to measure Tibetans’ skulls to see if they were worthy of being Aryan ancestors. Phrenology. I’m talking about phrenology.



#WisdomHit: Try to avoid Nazi ideology. You might end up believing Hitler survived 1945 by retreating to the far side of the moon, where he’s since built a massive invasion fleet of flying saucers. For more on this, see Iron Sky. And probably The History Channel.



The Nazis poked around the Himalayas, beginning May 1938. What they wanted to find was a furry Nordic warrior who wandered down from a mythical ice kingdom. What they actually found was only some plants, some bugs, and some bones. Beger didn’t even find a single skull he considered worthy of being a Nazi ancestor, based on, well, whatever he based such things on. The expedition was abandoned in August 1939. Maybe it was frustration at this lack of success that led them to invade Poland a few weeks later?

So, now that we’ve established that they aren’t Nazis, again I ask, what are yeti?

A good description of how it looks comes from zoologist Edward Cronin: “Its body is stocky and ape-like in shape, with a distinctly human quality to it, in contrast to that of a bear. It stands five and a half feet tall and is covered with short, coarse hair, reddish brown to black in color, sometimes with white patches on the chest. The hair is longest on the shoulders. The face is robust. The teeth are quite large, though fangs are not present and the mouth is wide. The shape of the head is conical with a pointed crown. The arms are long, reaching almost to the knees. The shoulders are heavy and hunched. There is no tail.”5 So, it looks like your ex.

The yeti, as we know it in the West, is a modern phenomenon. That’s because Nepal and Tibet were lands forbidden to outsiders until fairly recently. There were a few exceptions, however. In the late nineteenth century, up until the mid twentieth, British expeditions combed the area. It was they who brought the first evidence of yeti to the Western world.










YETI SIGHTINGS




The earliest noises about yeti that made it West came from Alexander the Great. He got past the whole ‘lands forbidden’ thing because he had an army and knew how to use it. In 326 BCE, he conquered everything from Greece all the way east into Kashmir. And Kashmir meets the Himalayas.

There, he heard about the ‘wild men of the snows’, a half man, half animal nature spirit of the mountains. This reminded him of Greek satyrs—also half man, half animal nature spirits of the mountains who liked to party. Alexander demanded one of these so-called ‘Eastern-style satyrs’ be brought to him. The local villagers declined, noting the creature could not survive at low altitude.

To my understanding, no primary source for this anecdote exists. But I don’t care, because I, too, like the idea of partying with a yeti. Definitely a satyr.

Adequately documented was Pliny the Elder’s take on yeti. He expanded upon the comparison between yetis and satyrs. In Book VII of his Naturalis Historia, he wrote “In the land of the satyrs, in the mountains that lie to the east of India, live creatures that are extremely swift, as they can run on both four feet and on two. They have bodies like men.”6 But this was merely hearsay, for Pliny never went there to verify it. Instead, he went to an erupting Mt. Vesuvius, to save the people of Pompeii from an agonizing death in pyroclastic hellfire and scalding ash. And died. Shows what he knows.

And that’s it for ancient reports. The next word in the West came in the early nineteenth century. That’s when Nepal opened up for foreigners. Well, British ones. Again, because of an army.

The first Englishman allowed in the Court of Nepal was one Brian Houghton Hodgson. In 1832, he wrote about his encounter with a yeti in an issue of the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, in an article called “On the Mammalia of Nepal.” Therein he wrote: “My shooters were once alarmed in the Kachār by the apparition of a ‘wild man’, possibly an ourang, but I doubt their accuracy. They mistook the creature for a cacodemon or rakshas, and fled from it instead of shooting it. It moved, they said, erectly: was covered with long dark hair, and had no tail.”7

Allow me to explain Hodgson’s hodgepodge of words. First, Kachār. It’s not in Nepal, but India. Second, ourang, as in orangutan. It’s not in India, but Indonesia. And cacodemons? They’re more than just you hangry for some chocolate. They, along with rakshas, are beings in Hindu and Buddhist mythology. They’re not just supernatural, but super malevolent, so not shooting was probably the wise move. 



#WisdomHit: Try to avoid antagonizing super malevolent, supernatural beings of any religious persuasion. Sure, you could shoot the devil in the back, but what if you miss? For more on this, see The Usual Suspects.



Anyway, that was the account. Not much there. The same can be said of the next sighting, by one Laurence Austine Waddell. In 1887, Waddell led an expedition into the Himalayas. He explored the most remote, high-altitude areas, documented local folklore, and collected scientific and cultural observations. And yeti tracks.

Waddell was leading his retinue of Tibetan soldiers and Nepalese Sherpas across a high mountain pass in Sikkim. At a frothing river rush of rocks and ice, they camped for the night. In the morning, the thermometer read eight degrees of frost—an early 20th century British way of saying eight degrees below the freezing point of water, or 24 degrees Fahrenheit. Which, considering they were at 17,000 feet elevation, wasn’t bad. Still cold enough that the Tibetan soldiers ate their breakfast of meat frozen, chopping it into slivers with their daggers. This is when Major Waddell noticed evidence of something unusual.

“Some large footprints in the snow led across our track and away up to the higher peaks. These were alleged to be the trail of the hairy wild men who are believed to live amongst the eternal snows… The belief in these creatures is universal among Tibetans… These so called hairy wild men are evidently the great yellow snow bear, which is highly carnivorous and often kills yaks. Yet, although most of the Tibetans know this bear sufficiently to give it a wide berth, they live in such an atmosphere of superstition that they are always ready to find extraordinary and supernatural explanations of uncommon events.”8

The next report of mystery tracks, also in the Sikkim area, came in 1914. It was short and weird. The tracks were reported by the eminently British-named British man, J.R.P. Gent. His account finally gives us some details.

“I have discovered the existence of another animal, but cannot make out what it is, a big monkey or ape, perhaps—if there were any apes in India. It is a beast of very high elevations and only goes down to Phalut in the cold weather. It is covered with longish hair, face also hairy, the ordinary yellowish brown color of the Bengal monkey. Stands about four feet high and goes about on the ground chiefly, though I think it can also climb.

“The peculiar feature is that its tracks are about 18 inches or two feet long, and toes point in the opposite direction to that in which the animal is moving. The breadth of the track is about six inches. I take it he walks on his knees and shins instead of on the sole of his foot… It is a thing that practically no Englishman has ever heard of, but all the natives of the higher villages know about it. All I can say is that it is not the Nepal Langur.”9

So, uh, if you’re confused by that, you’re not alone. It’s okay to hold onto that confusion because we’ll return to this when the moment is right. Fortunately—and finally!—the next report of yeti was much more impactful. Indeed, it changed everything.

In 1921, Lieutenant-Colonel C.K. Howard-Bury led the first Everest Reconnaissance Expedition. The goal was to explore and map approaches to Mt. Everest, which had been identified as the world’s highest mountain back in 1852 by Surveyor General Andrew Waugh of the Great Trigonometrical Survey of India. As you can see, they really knew how to use grandiose names back in the day. Or maybe not, as the mountain was labeled “Peak XV”. It didn’t become Everest until 1865, in honor of Waugh’s predecessor, George Everest.

Howard-Bury and his men were pushing over the Lhapka-La pass, on the Tibetan side of the Himalayas. Suddenly, one of the Sherpa guides gripped his arm excitedly and pointed up. Howard-Bury took to his binoculars and scanned the ridge above them. It was at an elevation of some 21,000 feet. There, moving rapidly across the snows, were dark, upright figures. The Sherpas said they were “the wild man of the snows.”

Why wild men, and not wild women, you ask? When a reporter asked a Sherpa about wild women, he grinned ear to ear and said, “Their breasts are so large they have to throw them over their shoulders before they bend down.” Make of that what you will.10

Back to Howard-Bury. They investigated the site of the sighting and discovered “footprints three times those of normal humans”. The Sherpa guides stated, with certainty, that the footprints were from met-teh kang-mi. Kang-mi loosely means “snow creature.” And met-teh kang-mi means “man-sized snow creature.”

Then the Everest Reconnaissance Expedition finished their survey and returned to India. Waiting for them was a reporter for The Statesman, a newspaper in Calcutta. The interviewer’s name was Henry Newman. This is where things get interesting.

When Howard-Bury mentioned the footprints, Newman asked for details. Howard-Bury checked his notes for what the Sherpas had claimed. Perhaps mishearing the name, he wrote metoh kang-mi, not met-teh kangmi. And perhaps misreading his scrawl, he answered metch kangmi. Metch means “filthy”. When Newman wrote his article in The Statesman newspaper, he chose flashy over filthy, delivering “abominable.”11

And that, my friends, is how we went from “man-sized snow creature” to “abominable snow man.” We’ve been using this colorful term ever since. Funny, isn’t it, how the most unique name of them all wasn’t by design, but mistake.

The true origin of the phrase has been misrepresented over the years, including by people who should know better. Peter Byrne, for instance. He worked on the Bigfoot Research Project and conducted expeditions in the Himalayas. Yet when interviewed by the television show Unsolved Mysteries, he wrongly claimed that the creature got its name because of its horrible odor. As in “abominably smelling” snow man.12 Yes, even the best cryptid hunters are guilty of occasionally being wrong. In some cases, very wrong. As we’ll see later.

After Howard-Bury and his Everest Reconnaissance Expedition came Eric Shipton and his Everest Reconnaissance Expedition. In fact, Shipton did four of them before the mountain was finally summited. The survey that matters to us is the fourth. It was the one that set off a wild wave of yeti action that lasted over a decade.

November 8, 1951. Menlung Glacier, 20,000 feet. Eric Shipton and fellow mountaineer Michael Ward discovered footprints in snow that should not have footprints. They knew they were recent because there was no sign of snowmelt at all. And this is key, because melted prints appear larger than the foot that made them. Not so with these prints. They were of bare feet—no snow shoes, no hiking boots—yet a whopping 18 inches long and 13 inches wide. This was documented conclusively with photographic evidence. They used Ward’s ice axe for scale.

Their lead Sherpa, one Tenzing Norgay, readily identified the track as belonging to a yeti. He knew them well. Since Tenzing was very familiar with the bears and monkeys that live in the Himalayas, Shipton saw no reason to question him. That is, until they got back to Kathmandu. There, Shipton had Tenzing Norgay cross-examined by someone who could natively speak Nepali. The Sherpa stuck to his story. He, and many others, had seen one up close. That had been two years prior, near the village of Tengboche. The yeti was 25 yards away. It stood about five-foot-six and was covered in reddish-brown hair. It had a tall, pointed head and a face that was hairless.

Shipton reflected upon the moment ten years later, in writing a foreword to Odette Tchernine’s book The Snowman and Company:

“Before 1951, though like other travelers I had seen several sets of inexplicable tracks in the snows of the Himalayas and Karakoram, and had listened to innumerable stories of the ‘Yeti’ told by my Sherpa friends, I was inclined to dismiss the creature as fantasy. But the tracks which Michael Ward… and I found in the Menlung Basin after the Everest Reconnaissance Expedition, were so fresh and showed so clearly the outline and contours of the naked feet that I could no longer remain a skeptic. There could be no doubt whatever that a large creature had passed that way a very short time before, and that whatever it was it was not a human being, not a bear, not any species of monkey known to exist in Asia.”13

Interestingly, the very same day they also found and photographed a long trail of huge, cloven-hoofed prints. The Devil?! No. A goat. Okay, maybe not so interesting. But this is how myths are made.

In 1953, Mt. Everest was finally summited by man. Two men, actually: New Zealander soon-to-be-Sir Edmund Hillary, and Sherpa Tenzing Norgay. Even way up there, they also saw giant, inexplicable prints.

That’s a lot of inexplicable observations! But observational data is generally not reproducible because it’s dependent upon, well, whatever. We don’t know. This variability negates its effectiveness as data. Sightings, in and of themselves, are not proof. They are merely individual data points.

Beware, friends, of mistaking a series of individual data points as a trend. Our tendency is to infer from the accumulation of data points. But as anyone who lives in Las Vegas will tell you, each pull of the slot machine is a single data point, with no connection to any pulls before or after. It may seem like a long series of losses means you’re due for a win, but that’s just wishful thinking. The machine resets to baseline each and every pull. As does observational data, when in the form of Bigfoot sightings.

Remember, data is helpful, but it’s how you use it that counts.

Sightings can be either an anomaly or an invitation. Most of these early adventurers viewed it as the former. I chose to view it as the latter. That’s why I went to Nepal. I wanted to see, firsthand, evidence of a yeti.








SIMBHU STUPA


Nepal’s capital city is Kathmandu. It’s a wild mix of chaos and charm nestled in a valley surrounded by the Himalayas.

Picture narrow streets packed with rickshaws, motorbikes, vendors. Everything from steamy dumplings to prayer flags were sold—loudly. The air was thick with shouts and honks, incense and the occasional whiff of spices from roadside eateries. It’s a city where ancient meets alive, and alive meets the spiritual. Rituals unfolded along the Bagmati River, devotions in centuries-old temples like Swayambhunath Stupa. Sometimes known as the shorter Swayambhu. Still other times the even shorter Simbhu. Foreigners call it the Monkey Temple.

That’s where I was. I hadn’t come to Swayambhunath for monkeys, but their abominable brothers. Why here? Because I followed a chain of logic.

The Sherpa people of Nepal regard yeti to be the bodyguards of Dolma. Dolma is the female manifestation of Chenrezig. Chenrezig is the Buddha of Compassion. He’s got a thousand arms, which enables him to help more people more often. Which is great, if terrifying, to behold. That’s why he shows himself on Earth as a monkey, and that’s why the Himalayas got their name, the Monkey Mountains. So, if the Holy Monkey came to Earth, he’d surely go to the Monkey Temple. And he’d need his bodyguards, which were yeti. So, if I wanted to see a yeti, I need only go to the Monkey Temple and hang out until His Monkeyness showed up.
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