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The Big Guy
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The following account is taken from my field notes of Sunday 18 March 2013

The events I am about to describe defy any rational explanation; something that as a scientist who believes in the triumph of reason over superstition, I find profoundly disturbing. The events occurred in the western margins of the northern Cascade Mountains about a hundred miles north of Seattle. I was taken there by Lori Simmons, a young woman in her thirties, who has dedicated a large part of her life to carrying on her late father Donald Wallace’s work on a family of sasquatch. For the fifteen years before he died in 2010 he had lived deep in the forest a few miles from the small town of Marblemount, on the banks of the Skagit River. Lori had donated a clump of sasquatch hair found by her father to my research project, and I was keen to interview her and to see the area where the hair had been found.

We left the small town of Marblemount, Washington State, crossed the bridge over the Skagit River and drove along a narrow road through steep, forested slopes, only now and then glimpsing snow-covered peaks through gaps in the trees. After twenty miles or so we reached a point where a track led off to the right towards a campsite. We parked the car. It was completely silent. No breath of wind, no birdsong. A locked metal gate closed off access to the campground for the winter. We had to continue by foot.

On the way up to Marblemount, Lori and I had talked about precautions in case of a bear encounter. Black bears were common in the area and, in recent years, grizzlies had begun to drift down from British Columbia across the Canadian border, only sixty miles north. This year, with a mild winter, bears were coming out of hibernation earlier than usual. Opinions vary about what to do when meeting a bear, but Rhett, our other companion, was clearly taking the ultimate precaution as he strapped on his sidearm. All I carried was a puny Swiss Army knife.

We had stopped the car near a patch of old snow (which I checked for prints), eased ourselves around the gate and begun walking down the sloping track towards the campground. The underbrush was a mossy carpet punctuated by clumps of narrow-leaved ferns that had been flattened by recent snow. Tall fir trees stretched a hundred feet or more towards the sky. Beneath, spindly saplings struggled upward towards the light, their branches sleeved in the same green velvet moss that covered the ground. The forest was not dense, and the scene was bathed in an entrancing golden glow. To our right, about fifty yards distant, a small river tumbled down the mountainside and filled the wood with the gentle sounds of rushing water. A fallen trunk lay across our path, axe cuts showing that the park rangers had begun to clear the casualties of winter storms. Both Rhett and Lori examined the trees for signs of sasquatch, pointing out how the lower branches of the mossy trees bent downward, which they both attributed to long-term climbing by our mysterious friends. Similar explanations were given for the angle of other fallen trees and branches. Throughout, I said nothing, and saw nothing about the trees that could not be explained by completely ordinary events. I was just an observer, scanning the forest for signs of life, particularly bears, and keeping an open mind. I felt pleased to discover that although I was certainly alert, I was not unduly frightened. I made sure my voice recorder was working and my camera ready for instant action.

About a mile into the forest we came to our destination, a huge fir tree nearly thirty feet round at its base and well over a hundred feet tall. This, I was told, was the Big Guy’s tree and he lived in a cave beneath it. The thought that I was in the company of the insane or deluded did flash across my mind. Lori had seemed perfectly normal when I met her in Burlington, and the three of us had chatted easily enough on the drive up the Skagit Valley to Marblemount. And yet here we were, in the middle of the forest, miles from anywhere, about to disturb what, if Lori and Rhett were right, was a very large and potentially very dangerous animal. Lori told me how she had been building a relationship with the Big Guy over several years, visiting this spot regularly, leaving green apples as gifts and engaging him in two-way conversations. She walked over the mossy ground to the base of the tree, all the time talking to the subterranean sasquatch as if it were a small child, pleading with it to respond. Not getting an answer from her voice alone, she stamped hard on the ground, but nothing happened. I watched this performance, not with silent mocking or wry amusement, but as an open-minded observer, a state of mind I tried to retain throughout the project.

Lori continued her monologue for perhaps five minutes, explaining to the Big Guy that she had brought two friends with her and that I had travelled all the way from England to meet him. In a mildly scolding tone she said how disappointed she was that he didn’t want to play the knocking game today. We withdrew perhaps twenty yards up the road, Lori reasoning that a break might put him in a better mood and give him more time to wake up. She began to tell me how she had been introduced to the Big Guy by her father and how they had grown close over the years of her visits. Although she and the Big Guy had never seen each other, she had become increasingly aware of his amorous intentions towards her. She became convinced of this when she brought her new fiancé to the gifting spot, whereupon the Big Guy had responded with more agitated knocking and fiercer growling than ever before.

Two or three minutes later we returned and Lori began her routine once again, stamping her foot on the ground. Again there was no response. Lori had with her a tape recorder with a parabolic microphone to record the Big Guy’s various sounds but which could also transmit. She switched the recorder to ‘PLAY’ mode and the voice of her father, long dead, drifted through the forest. He was reminiscing about his years in the woods, how he had first encountered the family of sasquatch who shared this remote place, how he had won their trust. Her father’s familiar and reassuring voice had worked before, encouraging the Big Guy to respond with a knock or a growl. But not this time.

Then, a few seconds later, I heard, we all heard, two distinct knocks coming from under the tree. And a third.

‘Did you hear that?’ Lori turned and asked me.

‘Yes, I did,’ I replied. The sound was quite different from Lori’s stamping, which was muffled by the mossy ground. The knocks were much sharper, as if a piece of wood was being struck by something hard. I could also feel a very slight vibration in the air at the same time, which ruled out the tape recorder as the source of the sound. I was completely stunned. My first thought: ‘Perhaps there is something after all. Perhaps they were right all along.’ My second thought: ‘What on earth is making the noise?’ My third: ‘What would Sherlock Holmes have made of it?’ In even the most unlikely and mysterious of events, the master detective was always able to provide a rational explanation. If there was one here, I certainly could not think of it.

Gingerly I circled the trunk looking for an entrance to an underground cavern. There was none. The tree stood on a small bluff, with a drop of about ten feet on the downhill side, but I could not see any signs of trampling in the undergrowth. Around the tree, the ground had been flattened and there was a fallen log stripped of bark, as if by rubbing. A bear could have done this. I began to examine the trunk and the undergrowth for hairs, even the apple store, but could find nothing.

I stood up next to Lori and it happened again. This time I was certain she had not done anything. There must be something under the tree. I went around the trunk again searching for hair, or hidden openings. It did occur to me that I might tumble through a concealed trapdoor into the creature’s den. Even so, I was not unduly frightened, as curiosity and the prospect of a definitive sasquatch identification reinforced my adrenalin-fuelled bravado. I found nothing. Yet the knocking sound had been absolutely definite. None of us were keen to hang around and, a few minutes later, with no further sounds, we walked back to the vehicle and drove away. Other than two black-tailed deer by the roadside, we saw no signs of animal life.

What was I to make of it? First, there was no doubt at all that I heard a total of six knocks coming from under the tree. Since there were two other witnesses, this was no hallucination. Significantly, I thought, Lori was pleased, though not ecstatic, that I had heard the knocks because she, of course, expected to hear them. Rhett too, though he was coughing badly and too sick to register much of a reaction, was not especially excited.

On the drive back to Marblemount, I began to imagine that I would soon have solid evidence of the sasquatch’s existence within my grasp. Writing now, a few hours later, I am not so sure. I had certainly heard something extremely strange. But that did not mean what I had heard was a sasquatch. There might be other explanations. Of these a hibernating bear was the most obvious, though this would be hard to reconcile with Lori’s claims that the animal responded to her stamping, nor with the far louder and more boisterous knocking accompanied by agitated, blood-curdling screams which she told me she had heard on other occasions. For now I had to be content that this was a true mystery – something that had no rational explanation – which was, for me, intolerably frustrating. I knew already I would be back. 


2

The Yeti Enigma
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For two hours we watched them. They were enormous and they walked on their hind legs. Their faces I could not see in detail, but the heads were squarish and their ears must lie close to the skull because there was no projection from the silhouette against the snow. The shoulders sloped sharply down to a powerful chest and long arms, the wrists of which reached the knees. The nearest I can get to deciding their colour is a rusty camel. They were covered with a long loose straight hair. They were doing nothing but moving around slowly together and occasionally just standing and looking about them, like people admiring the view.

This graphic description of a close encounter with a pair of yetis in western Nepal comes from the journal of Slavomir Rawicz, a Polish army officer who escaped from a Siberian prisoner-of-war camp in 1941. He and six companions trekked over four thousand miles across tundra and desert before crossing the Himalayas, where they encountered the yetis, before finally reaching safety in India.1

Like many of us, I am thrilled by tales like this from faraway lands. Tales of creatures, half-man, half-beast, that roam the high peaks or survive in the densest jungles. I wasn’t sure I believed them, but neither was I ready completely to dismiss them. There could be something ‘out there’.

I have spent my professional life as a scientist, most of it in Oxford, where I specialised in using DNA to explore various aspects of the human past. In particular I have used DNA to work out how our ancestors spread across the planet, when and where they came from and what routes they took. As well as publishing my research in conventional scientific journals, I have written four books which cover the main areas for general readers. The Seven Daughters of Eve, published in 2001, concentrates on tracing our ancestry using the maternally inherited mitochondrial DNA, which also features heavily in The Nature of the Beast. Other books focus on the paternally inherited Y-chromosome and the evolution of sex (Adam’s Curse, 2003), on genealogy and the genetic history of Britain and Ireland (Blood of the Isles, 2006) and America (DNA USA, 2012). I mention these titles in case readers want fuller details of some of the technical aspects that we are going to cover here , though let me reassure you that it is certainly not necessary to have read any of them to follow The Nature of the Beast.

I have always been curious about other human species, like the Neanderthals, that we know lived alongside our Homo sapiens ancestors. I wondered what happened to them. Did they become extinct, as most authorities believe, or do they live on as creatures such as Rawicz describes? Until very recently this was an absurd notion, but scientific developments over the last few years, which I shall describe, have come some way to making this less of a whimsical fantasy and more of a realistic possibility.

As I began to think seriously about making a scientific investigation in this area, I was frustrated by how little of any value had been published. I read the regular reports in the newspapers about mysterious remains being sent away to un-named laboratories for DNA testing but these were hardly ever followed up, and certainly never published in scientific journals in such a way that I could scrutinise the results.

As I read more, I also discovered a worrying undertone. In almost every book written by cryptozoologists, as those who study creatures ‘unknown to science’ are called, I encountered the complaint that they had been ‘rejected by science’. As a scientist, I knew very well that science does not reject anything out of hand. Science is a way of trying to make sense of the world that relies on evidence. As such science is, at heart, a branch of philosophy, which is the reason practitioners qualify as PhDs – Doctors of Philosophy. Science is a philosophy based not on opinion or subjective judgement or orders from a higher authority or from God, but on evidence. I felt as though my profession was being unfairly accused by the community of cryptozoologists.

For a mixture of these reasons, I set out to explore what I call the yeti enigma using the standard approach of my profession. I would gather genetic evidence for the existence of ‘anomalous primates’, as yetis, Bigfoot and others are collectively known, have a close look at it and, importantly, try to publish what I found in a mainstream scientific journal. I was strongly of the opinion that, bizarre though such a project might appear to be, it did not lie outside the scope of scientific enquiry.

There are many good reasons for doubting the claims of the yeti-hunters. No body has ever been found and fully examined. There are no completely convincing films or photographs of these creatures, even nowadays when superb footage of extremely rare animals is on our television screens at regular intervals and everyone has a mobile with a built-in camera. And yet eyewitness reports of these creatures still come streaming in. Are these all the invention of vivid imaginations, phantasms of the mind of the harmlessly deluded or just plain fraud? In August 2012, forty-four-year-old Randy Lee Tanley, dressed in a monkey suit, was run over and killed on Highway 93 near Kalispell, Montana when he jumped out in front of a car. How many times had his dangerous antics triggered a new report of a sasquatch sighting from a bewildered and frightened motorist?

What would it take to convince us all of the almost miraculous existence of these creatures? In Scotland, Edinburgh’s Royal Mile runs up a gentle slope in the Old Town between the Palace of Holyroodhouse and Edinburgh Castle. About halfway up is the seated bronze statue of the eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume. His big toe protrudes beyond the stone plinth and is polished by the touch of tourists flowing constantly up and down the hill. I doubt many of them know much about David Hume, apart from his irresistibly tangible hallux. Hume agonised over the existence of God and wrote an influential essay ‘On Miracles’ which sets out what it would take for him to believe in one. After insisting on multiple eyewitness accounts and other criteria, he summarises the level of proof required to convince him and, by implication, all those with a rational mind:

No testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony itself be of such kind that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which it endeavours to establish.

In other words, the proof would need to be so convincing that for it not to prove the miracle would itself be miraculous. That seemed like a good standard to aim for in my examination of the yeti and Bigfoot evidence. If I had doubts, then I only had to imagine myself presenting each piece of evidence to David Hume for his opinion on its value.

Hume also clearly recognised in his essay that rationality and human nature do not always agree when he wrote:

With what greediness are the miraculous accounts of travellers received, their descriptions of sea and land monsters, their relations of wonderful adventures, strange men and uncouth manners? … The avidum genus auricularum, the gazing populace, receives greedily without examination whatever soothes superstition and promotes wonder.

He could have been writing about yetis. I see close similarities between the level of proof he insists upon for miracles, given the fanciful inclinations of human nature ranged against reason, and what most of us would need before we believed in yetis or sasquatch or any other anomalous primate. A live capture, a thoroughly investigated body, possibly even a good-quality, unadulterated film or photograph might be enough. But in their absence is there anything else capable of providing such high levels of proof? It is my belief that DNA, if used properly, does have that capability. It cannot be forged, so far as I know, and with the results independently verified, would, I am fairly certain, satisfy even the great philosopher.

This adventure was not my first excursion into the world of anomalous primates. In 2000, I had received three hair samples in my laboratory from the remote Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan. They were from the migoi, the Bhutanese equivalent of the yeti. I had been asked to identify the migoi hairs using modern DNA analysis, in much the same way that I had used these techniques for many years to explore the human past.

The migoi hairs did not surrender their secrets easily, but eventually two of them were identified as known species of bear. The third remained a mystery. There was DNA, but I could not identify the creature it had come from. The  migoi project was a sideline, an amusing distraction from the main work of the laboratory. The unused migoi samples joined the thousands of others in the freezer and we carried on with our mainstream research into human origins. But I never completely forgot about the migoi.

Ten years later, two scientific developments caused the migoi to bubble up into my thoughts once again. The first was purely technical. Our main difficulty in getting DNA from the migoi hairs had been that there was very little of it in the first place. Only the hair follicle, the root, contained enough DNA for analysis using the lab protocols of the time. Between then and now the protocols have improved a lot, so that these days an intact follicle is no longer necessary, and I found that I could get a very good DNA signal from a single hair with no root attached. This proved to be the technical breakthrough that made this current project feasible.

The second development was more intellectual than technical and arose from the surprising conclusion of a paper published in the journal Science in 2010. This article contained details of the DNA sequence from the fossilised remains of another human species, a Neanderthal, widely thought to be extinct. By comparing the Neanderthal DNA sequence with that of modern humans the researchers had concluded that the genomes of Europeans and Asians, but not Africans, contain a small amount of Neanderthal DNA. The explanation offered was that the ancestors of Europeans and Asians had interbred with Neanderthals. This conclusion supplied an intellectual focus for examining the notion, popular among cryptozoologists, that small groups of Neanderthals had somehow managed to survive in remote forests and mountains until recent times, or maybe even to the present day.

While scarcely guaranteeing success, these two developments – the technical ability to identify the species origin of any hair sample from a single shaft, coupled with the strong intellectual case for interbreeding – persuaded me that I now had the tools to do some proper science in what most scientists, for reasons we will explore later, regard as a taboo field. I certainly would not have contemplated getting involved in this work any earlier in my career. Now I am less concerned about what other people think, and have the freedom to explore avenues of research that would have been foolish when I was younger.

Let me be completely clear. I deliberately did not set out to find the yeti. Instead I set a goal to locate and analyse as many hair samples as I was able that had been attributed to anomalous primates, in particular to the Himalayan yeti, the Bigfoot/sasquatch of North America (I use the term interchangeably throughout), the Russian almasty and the diminutive orang-pendek of Sumatra.

In doing so, I found myself entering a strange world of mystery and sensationalism, fraud and obsession and even, at times, the supernatural. I felt safe in doing so only because I was protected by the ruthless rigour of genetic analysis. I was ready to listen to the stories of enthusiasts and eccentrics, liars and lunatics, without having to form an opinion. The only opinion that mattered belonged to the DNA. I certainly met some extraordinary characters along the way, many of whom you will meet later on – people who have spent their lives looking for these creatures and are utterly convinced of their existence. Any doubt is tantamount to heresy and at least one website devoted to Bigfoot has adopted this quotation from the American economist and social theorist Stuart Chase as their mantra.2

For those who believe, no proof is necessary.

For those who don’t believe, no proof is possible.

The distinction between this and Hume’s rationalism could not be more stark.

Cryptozoologists are the unrepentant advocates for one face of the yeti enigma, with plenty of ‘evidence’ to back their claims. On the other are the all too obvious holes in their argument and the glaring absence of a single piece of evidence that is universally convincing and accepted. It is this enigma I set out to explore.
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The Last Neanderthal

[image: Logo Missing]

It could not be described as an extraordinary death. Just an old man dying alone. And yet it was at that moment that we lost our last chance of knowing, really knowing, our nearest human relative. For this man was the last of a dying species, much closer in both genetic and cultural terms than any strained comparison with the chimpanzee, gorilla or orang-utan could ever be. Though he did not know it, this man was the last Neanderthal. His death marked the moment that he, and with him his entire species, became extinct. From that moment on we, Homo sapiens,  became the only human species on the planet.

The location for this unannounced extinction was a cave high up on a limestone bluff above the Mediterranean in what is now southern Spain, not far from the modern city of Malaga. It happened thirty thousand years ago, ten thousand years before the coldest phase of the last Ice Age. His ancestors had ruled a continent for over a quarter of a million years. From Britain in the West to Iran in the East, they had hunted wild game and brought up their children. They had survived conditions much colder than today, more like Greenland than anything on continental Europe. To cope with the severe conditions Neanderthals had evolved to become compact, hairy and immensely strong. For all but the last forty-five thousand years they had the continent to themselves, the only human species.

But then a new form of human appeared from the Middle East; much lighter-boned, almost lithe by comparison. They had great difficulty in coping with conditions in Europe that were so very different from the plains of East Africa where they had evolved a hundred thousand years or more before. The new arrivals were our ancestors, Homo sapiens,  and they would eventually drive the Neanderthals to extinction. The process was not deliberate, and for twenty thousand years the two human species lived side by side. But slowly the Neanderthals were confined to less and less productive territories. They had to spend longer and longer hunting to catch less and less. They seemed for some reason unable to adopt the superior weapons technology of their cousins. Weakened by hunger, most died from starvation rather than from any violent confrontation with our ancestors.

And that is what happened to the last Neanderthal. He was a man of about thirty years, born into a small group of five – his parents, an elder brother and two sisters. Apart from other members of the family, he did not see another Neanderthal during his entire life, and neither had his parents, who were actually brother and sister. Weakened by the genetic effects of inbreeding, his own sisters died young and his brother had perished while hunting, a common enough occurrence. His parents passed away when he was in his twenties. He was alone.

Unable to join up with others to form a hunting party, he scraped a living by scavenging the carcasses left behind by predators, including the relative newcomers, our own Homo sapiens ancestors. He took trouble to avoid them at a kill, keeping well out of sight behind whatever cover he could find until they had taken what they wanted and returned to camp. He also faced competition from other scavengers. Foxes and vultures were easily coped with, but when he heard the whinnying cry of a hyena, he hastily withdrew. The hyenas, fast, intelligent and with their fearsome bone-crushing jaws, would have killed him without a second thought. He managed to maintain this lonely existence for ten years. He thought of leaving to search for others of his kind, but he also knew that it would be risky to try to survive in unfamiliar territory. What he did not know is that his search would have been entirely futile. There were no other Neanderthals. He was the last.

Every year he grew weaker, not least because hunger drove him to scavenge even long-dead cadavers, after which he was often violently sick. Evolution had not prepared him for this life, unlike the vulture and the hyena who could eat rotting flesh without suffering any ill effects. Eventually he became too weak to leave his rock shelter, a hundred feet up a sea cliff and only accessible by a difficult climb from the shore. Emaciated and unable to move, it was here that he died. Slipping into unconsciousness his eyes closed for the final time on the blue Mediterranean with the afternoon sun shimmering on the ruffled surface of the sea.

I wrote this rather fanciful account of the final demise of the Neanderthals in 2005, when I had been contemplating writing a book on the topic. It comes from the prevailing opinion at the time, that after sharing Europe and parts of western Asia with our Homo sapiens ancestors for twenty millennia, Neanderthals became extinct. And when a species becomes extinct, one of them has to be the last survivor. I placed him in southern Spain because it is there, in Zaffaraya Cave not far from Malaga, that the youngest undisputed remains, a mandible, or lower jaw, of a Neanderthal was excavated in 1983. The jaw was dated to 29, 550 years BP, the youngest found so far. (Before Present is the standard archaeological term for times past, measured against 1 January 1950.)

In the few years since I wrote those words, a lot has changed. Neanderthals had clearly travelled further into Asia than Iran, with remains found twelve hundred miles further east in Okladnikov Cave among the Altai Mountains of southern Siberia in 2007. Yet more human species have been discovered, most notably at Denisova Cave, also in southern Siberia. What has also changed is what we have found out from genetics. We already knew a great deal from the study of mitochondrial DNA. This small piece of DNA has been a favourite of mine since I and my research team were the first to recover genetic material from ancient human bones in the late 1980s. In ways I will explain in more detail later, mitochondrial DNA has led the way in all explorations of genetic ancestry, from the very recent to the very remote. Its unique pattern of inheritance, being passed down only through the maternal line, means that it traces our matrilineal genealogy, from mother to mother, virtually unchanged from the present day back for thousands of years into the deep past. I have used mitochondrial DNA extensively in my research, both from ancient human fossils and living people, to trace the origins of, among others, the Polynesians, early Europeans, the British and most recently, the Americans.

As far as our genetic relationship to the Neanderthals is concerned, by 2005 we had the genetic fingerprints of mitochondrial DNA recovered from a handful of Neanderthal fossils. These showed that although Neanderthals were certainly related to Homo sapiens, they had not been our direct ancestors, which many had once thought. Five years later, the arduous business of sequencing the Neanderthal nuclear genome had been completed. To everyone’s surprise this work came to the conclusion that, in Europe and Asia but not Africa, a small but significant proportion of our DNA had been directly inherited from Neanderthal ancestors through interbreeding.

In a small way, the Neanderthals live on in many of us, but I still wondered about their practical extinction. Largely insulated from our own mortality, it is hard for most of us to imagine that whole species can disappear. But, of course, they can and do and have done since the dawn of time. So the extinction of a human species is not in the least remarkable, yet it has necessarily to be accompanied by a final death of the sort I imagined happening in Zaffaraya Cave. Somewhere, at some point, there had to be a last Neanderthal.

I never did write that book. I wondered, only very vaguely, whether I could ever find a modern human with a Neanderthal mitochondrial DNA, which would offer instant proof that they had bred with our ancestors. The closest I got was a very unusual skull that I came across, entirely by chance, in the museum of the Royal College of Physicians in Edinburgh. In 2008, my son Richard was studying for his A-Levels at the Edinburgh Academy and was doing an art project involving anatomical drawings. I visited the museum to look out some suitable material for his project. During this visit, I got talking to the curator Andrew Connell, who told me about the ‘Neanderthaloid’ skull.

It had formed part of the collection of the late Dr David Greig. He had an interest in abnormal skulls, many of which were displayed in the museum. The ‘Neanderthaloid’ skull was one of these. Greig went as far as writing a monograph on it which the College published in 1933.1 Andrew Connell got a copy down from the shelf. It contained some masterly drawings of the skull, whose accuracy was confirmed when I examined the skull itself. However, what the monograph does not contain are any details of the skull’s provenance or how it came to be in Dr Greig’s collection. Andrew Connell thought this highly unusual for the otherwise meticulous Greig and suspected this lack of detail masked an unsavoury provenance of some kind. Edinburgh was after all the home of the notorious grave-robbers turned murderers Burke and Hare and of their patron Dr Robert Knox, who received the bodies for dissection. It is entirely my speculation that the ‘Neanderthaloid Skull’ might have been added to the collection in this way, but the silence about its origins was certainly extremely unusual for Greig.

When I had a close look at the skull the brow ridges were remarkably prominent – hence its labelling as ‘Neanderthaloid’. But other parts of the face were less like a Neanderthal. For one, the cheeks were not pushed forward and there was a fairly prominent chin. There were numerous bony lesions on the surface indicative of pathology, possibly tuberculosis. Greig’s monograph, which contains a very detailed description of the skull, does not come to any conclusion on the significance of the brow ridges or the surface irregularities. The skull had been cut in half to reveal the inner cranium and the section revealed a thick rim of parietal bone at the level of the cut. There were four teeth, none of them in good condition.

The first thing I wanted to know was the age of the skull. Had it been over thirty thousand years old it probably was a genuine Neanderthal, interesting but not unique. But if it were much younger then it would have been more interesting, a surviving Neanderthal or a hybrid perhaps. It looked quite modern, but to be sure I needed to carbon-date a sample.

After considering my application, the College kindly allowed me to drill into the parietal bone and I sent this off to my colleagues in Oxford for dating. It certainly did turn out to be modern, with a radiocarbon date of only 270 years. To see if it was from a surviving Neanderthal I drilled out another section and sent that to Adelaide for DNA extraction and mitochondrial DNA sequencing. The extraction was successful and the sequence was a good one. It was not Neanderthal however, but sub-Saharan African.

I discussed the results from the Neanderthaloid skull with Prof. Chris Stringer from the Natural History Museum in London. Chris is the foremost expert on Neanderthal fossils and someone with whom I have worked on other projects in the past. We talked about the feasibility of finding Neanderthal DNA that had survived into modern times and wondered where best to search for it. Finding Neanderthal mitochondrial DNA in just one living Homo sapiens would be sure proof of interbreeding between the two human species. Chris suggested three locations: southern Spain around Zaffaraya but also the Caucasus region and the Altai Mountains of Siberia. The youngest Neanderthal was found in Spain and the other regions are known hotspots for Neanderthal fossils and ones where Chris thought I would also have the best chance of finding a living person carrying the mitochondrial DNA of a Neanderthal. I carried on with other work, though still keeping an eye open for people with the characteristic features of the Neanderthal: the flat forehead, prominent eyebrow ridges, receding chin and so forth. I saw plenty of candidates, but none so remarkable as in Paris, at the Musée de l’Homme.

I had been in Paris for a few days on business and decided to call in to the museum, a short way across the Seine from the Eiffel Tower. There was no particular reason for the visit other than I had not been there for a long time. The Musée de l’Homme is the Parisian equivalent of the Natural History Museum in London, but with a focus on human evolution, as its name suggests. On the first floor of the museum is a diorama of life-size models of our earliest ‘ancestors’ starting from the distinctly ape-like Australopithecines, through more advanced forms to modern Homo sapiens. The models complement the museum’s fabulous collection of human fossils displayed in glass cabinets nearby. It was a Saturday afternoon, and the museum was full of children scampering to and fro, occasionally looking at the displays though more often just running the length of the hall and back again. As I worked my way along the diorama through millions of years of evolution, I eventually came to the penultimate model in the series, the sturdy figure of a Neanderthal.

Standing in front of the display was a man. He was staring at the model with an almost tangible beam of intense attention. He stood completely still and I wondered at first what he had seen in the display that I had not. Something told me he did not want anyone to disturb his concentration. I withdrew to display cabinets a short distance away, from where I watched this strange visitor. He remained where he was for several minutes, without moving, utterly transfixed by the model in front of him. I could only see his back, but he was about 5’ 6” tall, with wavy, dark hair just covering the collar of his raincoat. After some time he turned to his left, and for a moment I could see him in profile. Even though the light was dim, there was no mistaking the forehead sloping back at about forty-five degrees from the rest of his face. And below that, the strong, protruding brow ridges and a receding chin. I could not escape the chilling sensation that this man, whoever he was, was a Neanderthal who was communicating with the spirit of his ancestor. When I looked again, he was gone.

There have been other occasions when I have been alerted to the continued existence of Neanderthals. Even as far back as 1996 when my colleagues and I published the first extensive mitochondrial DNA studies on Europe, one of the minor conclusions was that, on the evidence we had gathered, there was no place for Neanderthals in the ancestry of modern Europeans. The less cerebral British newspapers thought this was clearly wrong. The Daily Express, for example, announced in an article entitled ‘I’m a Neanderthal man’ that ‘despite what the scientists say, it explains why men have been behaving badly for the past 100, 000 years.’ Beneath the headline, the article illustrated the evidence for the persistence of Neanderthals right down to the present day, with portraits of the cricketer Ian ‘Beefy’ Botham and the former Oasis singer Liam Gallagher looking particularly gormless. Beside them was one of ‘Evolution’s Survivors’ as they put it, the bodybuilder, Hollywood star and former Governor of California, Arnold Schwarzenegger. These were given as examples of what the Neanderthals have become in the popular imagination. Brutish, primitive and rather stupid.

The Daily Express article, and others like it that appeared around the world, sparked a deluge of letters from members of the public who refused to believe that the Neanderthals were no longer with us, usually because they knew one. I particularly remember one letter from Santa Barbara, California, which informed me that the checkout clerk at the Safeway store on State Street was definitely a Neanderthal. He, my correspondent assured me, was very nice and would not mind in the least if I asked him for a DNA sample. One revealing aspect of this flood of intelligence was that not once did anyone write to me saying that they were a surviving Neanderthal. It was always someone else.

After exploring questions about European ancestry on a timescale of tens of thousands of years, I turned my attention to more recent events, in particular the genetic history of Britain and Ireland, which had been my interest behind an earlier book Blood of the Isles. I only mentioned Neanderthals once in that book, and even then only as a narrative sideline rather than as part of my genetic conclusions. Yet when the book was published in 2006 this almost casual remark led to another flood of correspondence. To gather the genetic evidence for Blood of the Isles, my research team and I had travelled to every corner of Britain collecting DNA samples from over ten thousand volunteers. In Blood of the Isles, I had recounted a story told to me in Mid Wales by a local farmer in the market town of Tregaron. He had lived thereabouts all his life and when, during conversation in the bar of the local hotel, I explained what I was doing in the area, he told me about the Tregaron Neanderthals. Apparently, two elderly bachelors living on a remote farm in the wild hills behind the town were widely acknowledged to be Neanderthals, so much so that the local school organised annual trips to visit them. I wasn’t sure I believed him, but nevertheless included the encounter in the book. When the widely read Wales on Sunday reviewed Blood of the Isles,  the article was almost entirely devoted to the Tregaron Neanderthals. There were several consequences of this narrowly focused coverage including, to my bewilderment, that the story had mutated almost immediately into my actual discovery of genetic evidence of Neanderthal survivors in Wales, which of course I had not.

The following week I received two letters from people who had read the Wales on Sunday article. Each described two brothers with very unusual heads whom they remember visiting as children in the 1950s. These brothers lived not in the hills behind Tregaron, but a few miles further north under the shadow of Plynlimon, the mountain inland from Aberystwyth that is the source of both the Wye and Severn rivers. Their home had since been flooded to create the Nant-y-Moch reservoir. According to my correspondents, one of the brothers had left his body to Aberystwyth University. These were old memories, and while they may not be entirely accurate, they were nevertheless sufficiently vivid to be recalled fifty years later. In my research for Blood of the Isles I had been reading H.J. Fleure’s book, The Natural History of Man in Britain, published in 1951.2 Fleure was a distinguished academic, a fellow of the Royal Society and Professor of Anthropology at Aberystwyth. He had made a study of head shapes in Wales and had come to the conclusion that some of the people around Plynlimon might be an archaic form of human. He did not directly suggest that they were Neanderthals, but nonetheless I found it an interesting observation. He illustrated his ideas with a full-face and profile photographs of J. James whose features were typical of Fleure’s ‘archaic form’. I came to the conclusion that James was one of the brothers who was forced to move when the dam was built and the valley flooded, as mentioned by my Welsh correspondents.

My interest in Fleure’s hypothesis and in the Tregaron Neanderthals was reawakened when I was thinking about where best to look for the DNA evidence of Neanderthal survival or interbreeding and I decided, on the spur of the moment, to go back to Mid Wales and see what else I could find out. As I crossed the border into Wales and got closer to my destination, the hilltops began oddly to assume the shape of a Neanderthal skull, an early indication of my own susceptibility to the psychological phenomenon of pareidolia, something we explore later in the context of sasquatch sightings. I booked into the same hotel, the Talbot in Tregaron, where I had first heard about the Neanderthals ten years earlier. This time my visit coincided with the Rugby World Cup and, as I settled into the bar, the France v. New Zealand quarter-final match was showing live from Cardiff on the large television suspended in the corner. This fixes the date as 6 October 2007. It was a tight game, which France won 20– 18.

Wales, and New Zealand for that matter, are passionate about their rugby and the bar was filled with appreciative banter. I was sharing a table with some local farmers, young men who were keenly following the match. During the half-time interval I got talking with them. I told them I was trying to locate the Neanderthal brothers. This didn’t produce the looks of astonishment that I would have expected in most company. Two of the young farmers had been to school in Lampeter, ten miles south of Tregaron, and had actually been on one of the school trips to visit the brothers. More than that, they pointed to an elderly gentleman sitting in a booth on the other side of the bar. ‘There’s one of them, over there,’ they said.

After a stiffening gulp of beer, I went over to where he was sitting with his pint. He was an elderly gentleman with thinning white hair, quietly minding his own business, and gave me a gentle smile as I introduced myself. It was far too noisy in the bar for explanation, so I arranged to meet him and his brother the next day at their remote farm.

The following day was clear and bright. As I drove out into the hills I wondered what sort of reception I could expect on my unorthodox visit. I arrived at the farm gate and walked up the track to the house, high up on a hillside with a wonderful view across the valley of the River Teifi. Dafydd Jones and his brother John were lifelong bachelors and had taken over the farm from their parents. The farmhouse was spartan but scrupulously clean and they could not have given me a warmer welcome. In no time there was a cup of tea and a slice of home-made ginger cake on the table. I never like to ask someone if they think they might be a Neanderthal, such is their negative reputation. With the Jones brothers I explained that my big survey of Wales had shown up what looked to be very ancient lines of human ancestry in central Wales, which was true, and that I was following this up, guided by Prof. Fleure’s earlier observations. Despite their billing in the local school curriculum, the brothers had none of the features that I associated with Neanderthals. Nonetheless I wanted to check their mitochondrial DNA and they were happy to give a sample. They also knew about the James family who once lived in a now-flooded valley, and showed me a copy of a book that gave more details of the family. It was called Good Men and True: The Lives and Tales of the Shepherds in Mid-Wales by Erwyd Howells.3 When I returned to Oxford and read the Bodleian Library’s copy I discovered that Fleure’s J. James was John James Nant-y-Moch, who, with his brother Jim, had been forced to leave their remote farmhouse with its adjacent chapel when the valley was flooded in 1961 to feed the Cwm Rheidol power station. John James moved to Capel Dewi where he died in 1966, aged eighty-five. Howells’ book mentions that John’s unusual skull was bought by a local museum, though I could not find any confirmation of this. But I had at least identified the owner of Fleure’s ‘archaic’ skull and confirmed the story I had heard ten years earlier about the school visits to the Tregaron Neanderthals. I was hardly surprised when the lab report came back that the brothers’ mitochondrial DNA was definitely not Neanderthal. They were descendants of Ursula, the oldest of the seven maternal clans that I had identified in Europeans. An ancient clan to be sure, but still far too young to be Neanderthal.

The following year, I heard a piece on the BBC Radio’s Today programme which suddenly revived my interest in the possibility of finding surviving Neanderthals. The interviewee was Jonathan Downes. He was due to give a lecture in London later the same day about an expedition that was shortly setting off for the Caucasus Mountains in search of the elusive almasty, the local yeti which had in the past been linked to Neanderthal survivors. I couldn’t get to the lecture, but my wife Ulla was in London and she did go to hear Jonathan and arranged for us to visit him in Devon, which we did very soon afterwards.

Jonathan runs the ‘Centre for Fortean Zoology’ or CFZ for short, an organisation named after the early American cryptozoologist Charles Fort, from his home in north Devon. This was, in fact, the first time I had heard the word ‘cryptozoologist’, let alone met one. Jonathan is one of those people for whom the phrase ‘larger than life’ was invented. At once tall and heavily built, with a tangled mane of dark hair and a beard to match, Jonathan is the son of an officer in the British Colonial Service. After spending his early childhood in Nigeria and Hong Kong he was sent to, then expelled from, an exclusive public school in Devon. In an eventful and varied adult life he has had spells as a psychiatric nurse, as a member of the cult art-rock band Amphibians from Outer Space and as the editor of a magazine about tropical fish. Now that he is concentrating on cryptozoology, his output is prodigious. Every month he edits a newsletter and he is also the author of several monographs on the subject.

We arrived at Jonathan’s home, an ancient cottage complete with gnarled oak beams, one summer’s day in 2008. He and his wife Corinna invited us to lunch and we were joined by other guests, including the zoologist Richard Freeman, who was to lead the forthcoming expedition to the Caucasus. I gave Richard some DNA brushes to take with him to swab the local population, whose mitochondrial DNA just might be Neanderthal, as well as encouraging him to be on the lookout for any almasty hairs.

It is a strange phenomenon, but when I have found myself in the company of cryptozoologists, their sincerity and absolute belief in the existence of their quarry begins to rub off. Soon I was also thinking it was only a matter of luck whether or not they ran into an almasty on the expedition, not a question of whether or not the  almasty existed. That was taken for granted. (I have to say that I was less convinced that bad luck alone had frustrated earlier CFZ expeditions in their quests for, among others, the Mongolian Death Worm or the Giant Anaconda of Surinam. ‘We went in the dry season,’ was Richard’s rationalisation of their failure on this last occasion.) As it turned out, Richard’s expedition to the Caucasus did not return with any DNA swabs – apparently the locals were Muslims and he didn’t think they would approve of giving DNA. And the only hair samples that I was sent looked awfully like pine needles! Once again there was really nothing to build on, so I returned to my research project on the genetic history of America.

After that had been finished off, and the book DNA USA finally written, I began to think again of Neanderthals and wondered whether it would be at all feasible to combine my rather whimsical interest in these and other ‘extinct’ humans with a hard look at the evidence for almastys, yetis and the like. The rationale for combining the two approaches was that cryptozoologists live in hope that some of these creatures, as yet ‘unknown to science’, are actually surviving Neanderthals, or some other archaic hominid, that have yet to succumb to the unstoppable advance of Homo sapiens. Perhaps we, the scientists, had all been wrong about the extinction of the Neanderthals and somewhere in the wilderness they lived on.

I rang Jonathan to arrange another visit. The timing was fortunate because the following week was the annual meeting of the CFZ, the intriguingly entitled ‘Weird Weekend’, where enthusiasts get together for two days of fun and games, and some talks. A speaker had cancelled at short notice, and Jonathan immediately invited me to give a replacement presentation, an invitation I accepted at once. What I was really trying to find out by going to ‘Weird Weekend’ was whether cryptozoologists were serious about finding proper evidence for the existence of their quarry, or were merely colluding in the continuation of shared delusions long after the rest of the world had made up its mind that it was all nonsense. I have to say that ‘Weird Weekend’ was a bit of a mixture. When a retired police officer showed huge numbers of slides of UFOs taken on Salisbury Plain and concluded his presentation with one of a mirror that had jumped clean off his kitchen wall and lay smashed on the floor, I began to wonder if I was wasting my time.

I gave my talk straight after the UFO marathon. I had prepared something which covered the DNA tests I had done ten years previously with the Bhutanese migoi,  then went on to challenge the audience to try their best to gather hairs and other materials that could be genetically tested. Materials, in other words, that could – in theory anyway – provide the extraordinary proofs that were needed to convince a sceptical world. I berated them, gently I hope, for complaining that they were constantly being ‘rejected by science’. I don’t think I have ever given a talk where the audience has paid more attention. No one spoke or even moved for the forty minutes I was speaking.

At the closing ceremony, Jonathan, in his best ringmaster manner, announced that I had won the coveted ‘Golden Baboon Award’ – for what I am still not sure. The whole weekend had been lots of fun, but on the long drive back to Oxford my thoughts began to crystallise. There was, I was sure, a willingness, even an eagerness among cryptozoologists to look for proper scientific evidence, but no one had much of a clue how to go about it. Here I could help, because I knew what standard of research results would amount to acceptable proof of their hypothesis that these creatures existed; that is my job as an academic scientist. I also realised that nobody had any idea how to interpret the few DNA tests that had been done on their material so far.

I was very struck by a talk about the orang-pendek. This elusive ape-like creature is thought to live in the dense mountain forests of Sumatra. The English translation of its Indonesian name is ‘short person’; it is relatively small compared to other anomalous primates, maybe three to four feet tall. According to eyewitness descriptions the orang-pendek has a round, ape-like face and is covered in greyish hair. In contrast to the well-known orang-utan or ‘forest person’ which is predominantly arboreal, the orang-pendek walks easily on two legs.

As his talk progressed the speaker, Adam Davies, whom I later got to know well, informed the audience that some mitochondrial DNA tests had been run on hair samples found close to a footprint track. These tests, according to Adam, showed the DNA to be halfway between human and chimpanzee. When I pressed him in question time, there was no detail, no effort to explain what was meant by ‘halfway between human and chimpanzee’. In a regular scientific presentation of the sort I am used to hearing, and giving, that response would be unforgivable. The audience would have torn the speaker to shreds. But, very understandably, neither he nor the members of the audience knew enough about genetics to interpret or even question the laboratory results. I later discovered that the details of the analysis had never been fed back from the labs anyway. All he got was an off-the-cuff remark that he had accepted at face value. I could see that I was going to have some serious discussions with the scientist who had done this work to see if I could at least look at the data on which these conclusions were based.

After ‘Weird Weekend’ I realised that cryptozoologists had no chance of convincing the world of the validity of their claims on their own. Neither did I think that they had been well served by those scientists who had, from time to time, accepted samples, often collected under very difficult circumstances, and who had not even bothered to return proper reports. By the time Ulla and I got back to our Oxford flat that evening, I had decided to do my best to build a valid scientific project out of all this. You must judge from The Nature of the Beast whether or not I succeeded.


Postscript

I received news from the laboratory of one final sample only three days before the final manuscript for The Nature of the Beast was due at the publishers. It is an intriguing result that I want to tell you about. The hair was donated by Dr Henner Fahrenbach, who more than anyone else has made a speciality of the study of sasquatch hair and whose identification guidelines we covered in Chapter 9. Henner Fahrenbach has been fascinated by microscopy all his life – but let him tell his own story to you just as he did to me:

‘I was for my entire career in charge of the electron microscopy laboratory at the Oregon National Primate Research Center. I lived and breathed microscopy from childhood and eventually got paid for it. I started as a marine invertebrate zoologist, shifted during graduate school to invertebrate histology, and subsequently by way of postdoctoral work at the Harvard Anatomy Department to electron microscopy. I worked broadly on different aspects of anatomy and histology, from low level crustaceans through chelicerates (a large group of invertebrates which includes spiders, scorpions and the extinct trilobites) and insects to lemurs and man, both normal and pathological aspects of their organ systems, though my specialty remained the visual system, particularly that of the horseshoe crab (Limulus polyphemus).’

He explained how he became interested in sasquatch, aside from living in Oregon where it is hard to avoid being caught up in the local enthusiasm for the creature. 

‘I was always a wilderness backpacker and mountain climber and had a healthy, though private interest, in the sasquatch from the 1960s on (pre-movie!) (Here he is referring to the 1967  Patterson-Gimlin film.) But I only started engaging in active field research in the 80s. I have personally found footprints, heard their cries and screams numerous times, got close enough to smell one, and interrogated hundreds of first-hand eyewitnesses.’

His final conversion came when he carried out a statistical analysis of Bigfoot sightings all over America which was published in 1997.1 He retired from teaching in 2007 and moved from Oregon to Gold Canyon, Arizona. 

I had been trying to contact Dr Fahrenbach for some time as I had read in Dr Meldrum’s book, Sasquatch. Legend meets Science2 that Dr Fahrenbach had some hairs recovered from the scene of the Skookum cast where, as we saw in Chapter 14, a sasquatch had been resting and had left an impression in the ground. The hair had been sent for analysis to Dr Craig Newton at the University of British Columbia but, as we also heard, he was unable to recover any DNA other than his own. I thought it was worth another crack at the Skookum hair using the rigorous decontamination steps in our analytical protocol that had managed successfully to circumvent the ‘curse of contamination’. 

Dr Fahrenbach had been unwell, so I did not hear from him for a long time, but when he did reply he thought it a much better idea to test another hair altogether, one that satisfied his sasquatch criteria and that he had identified from its microscopic appearance as having come from a primate. This is the famous Walla Walla sample which had been collected by Paul Freeman in 1997. The more Dr Fahrenbach told me about the provenance, the more determined I became to analyse it. 

‘Alerted by some bow hunters, who said they had seen “an awful lot of tracks and torn-up stumps” on a forest road twenty five miles from Walla Walla, Washington (which lies just north of the Oregon border), Paul Freeman alerted two friends. These were Wes Sumerlin, an elderly Yakima Indian and an experienced tracker, and Bill Laughery, a retired game warden and forester. The arrived at the site at 9 a.m. the next morning, 4 August 1997, and proceeded to track three sets of footprints measuring sixteen, twelve and eleven inches respectively. The last track was missing the large and small toes of the right foot. 

‘After nine hundred feet of tracking the footprints (all distances were subsequently verified by tape measurements or paced off) they encountered a suspicious smell. Sixty feet further on they came upon several balsam firs that were broken four feet above the ground, twisted through 180 degrees, and measured between two and a quarter and three and three-quarters of an inch at the break. The breaks were very fresh since the cambium (part of the exposed internal surface of the branch) was still visibly oozing sap. Where the trees had been gripped, about eight inches to either side of the break, the bark looked darker by having been compressed. 

‘Two of the trees had substantial amounts of hair caught in the splintered wood and these were collected. Near the broken trees a number of wood violets had been pulled out of the ground, their stems eaten and the few top leaves discarded in small heaps. 

‘At this point the three trackers separated slightly, Paul Freeman walking along a lumber road, while Bill Laughery moved towards the Mill Creek boundary with Wes Sumerlin trailing him by twelve to fifteen yards. About forty yards from the twist-offs (i.e. the broken trees), Wes saw a flicker of motion in the deep timber with dappled sunlight breaking through the foliage. Then Bill Laughery walked twenty yards further ahead and saw something standing still in the dense forest. He alerted Wes, who approached him. Bill then examined the creature from a distance of just under ninety feet through 7 x 26 binoculars for about five minutes, the animal standing stock still throughout. 

‘It was a light tawny brown in colour, facing slightly away towards where Wes had been. Bill could observe its brow ridge and a sagittal crest of about one and a half inches that ran across the top of its head. The remainder of the face was largely obscured by the contrasting light and shade, and by its facing partly away from where Bill was standing. Its chest showed no mammary glands and no genitalia were visible. Its
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