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Introduction

Millions of years ago, monstrous beasts roamed freely all across Virginia. By the end of the Ice Age, mammoths, mastodons, giant ground sloths, wild horses, tapirs, musk oxen, caribou, moose, buffalo, elk, cougars, panthers, pumas, and wolves, among others, were still abundant. But from that time to the arrival of European settlers four centuries ago, a great number of these large species began to disappear. They fell prey to warming climates, hunting pressures, and the encroachments of human civilizations, starting with the Paleo-Indians.

Still, when pioneers first crossed the mountains and pushed westward a few of these prehistoric creatures were still surviving, but their time was limited. Over a period of less than three hundred years, the largest existing predators, such as wolves and big cats, were hunted to extinction.

But were they?

In recent years there have been thousands of credible eyewitness reports that cougars and other wild things, including the legendary Bigfoot, have been sighted in areas ranging from the Shenandoah Valley to the Great Dismal Swamp. Virginia is a land of traditions, and the list of alleged beasts said to be lurking in the state varies widely, from such winged denizens as Snallygasters and Thunderbirds to “Chessie,” a thirty-five-foot-long sea monster that is said to patrol the Chesapeake Bay.

There are, too, superstition-spiked stories of werewolves, wampus cats, devil monkeys, and even a vampire or two. Could this be? Are the tales true or just urban legends? Virginians who have had first-hand encounters swear by them.

Judge for yourself.





Bigfoot

Of all the alleged monsters in Virginia spawned by reality, folklore, or urban legend, the one that has created the most excitement, fear, and controversy by far is a creature called Bigfoot. The name was a journalistic term generated in the middle of the twentieth century when there was a rash of sightings of this giant beast reported in the western United States. It is believed by some to be the cousin, or the reincarnation, of such legendary figures as the towering Yeti of ancient Asia, the formidable Abominable Snowman of the Himalayas, the Sasquatch of the Pacific Northwest, and the Skunk Ape of southeastern swamplands of the United States.

Bigfoot is equally believed to be, by skeptics, one of the greatest hoaxes of modern times, perpetuated on mankind by the misidentification of eyewitnesses, the misinterpretation of supposed clues such as footprints and fur samples, and the flat falsification of facts. Yet the literally thousands of those who have reported first-hand sightings are steadfastly convinced they have seen something previously unknown and undiscovered. Perhaps somewhere between may be the truth.

Reports of these giant half-man, half-animal figures, such as the Yeti or Abominable Snowman, date back several centuries. Some Native Americans considered them supernatural spirits to be deeply respected. While there were scattered rumors of such brutes among early American settlers, virtually no real consideration was given to them until the 1960s, when a rash of confrontations with them surfaced in a strip of the western United States running from northern California up into British Columbia in Canada. The fury was fanned when a film ap-peared to show a large, hairy, apelike creature on the edge of some woods. While these fleeting images have since been declared inconclusive, the footage nevertheless caused a sensation that continues to this day.

What is Bigfoot? Descriptions, of course, vary, but there is some consensus. It is generally agreed that Bigfoot is a monster most often said to be seven to eight feet tall and weighing three hundred to four hundred pounds. It is a biped that walks on two legs and upright like man. It is covered with thick hair, but the color varies widely, from beige or brown to, in rare cases, snow white. It lopes or bounds with its arms swinging wildly at its sides, and it is fast. Bigfoot is also extremely muscular, especially across its back and shoulders. Many say it is apelike in its appearance, and the top of its head is virtually cone-shaped. Those who have encountered it at close range say it can emit an awful, skunklike smell. The noises it makes vary greatly, everything from deep-throated guttural sounds to high-pitched screeches.

Apparently, it either fears humans or goes out of its way to avoid them. There are extremely few instances in which Bigfoot is said to approach man, and none in which it has openly attacked. Its favored habitat is heavily forested land, and it is thought to forage on wild vegetation, although it also feeds on deer and other animals, according to several hunter reports.

An Eastward Migration?

It is not certain as to just when and how Bigfoot, previously thought to live exclusively in the western United States, suddenly turned up in Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, and other eastern and southern states. By the late 1970s, however, a flood of sightings in the Old Dominion began inundating the Department of Game and Inland Fisheries. “I saw it on the side of the highway in Powhatan County,” said one witness. “It definitely wasn’t human. It had to be about seven foot tall with gigantic feet and reddish-brown hair. It was creepy.”

From Albemarle County, between Charlottesville and Staunton, came this report: “I saw what I thought was a reddish-brown pine tree, except it was walking across a field.” In Louisa County, a man said he heard a “moaning bellow,” and then was overwhelmed by “a smell like rotten potatoes.” In Rockingham County: “I thought it was a huge grizzly brown bear. Then I realized Virginia doesn’t have grizzlies, only black bears.”

In July 1978, a young man and his girlfriend were heading north on Route 17 near Churchview in Middlesex County when they sighted a dead animal that looked like a large dog. They slowed down and as they approached it, there was an overpowering stench of “muck.” As they veered around it, the man noticed out of the corner of his eye “something crouching in the woods.” The man said at first he thought it was someone coming to get the dog out of the road. But then, in his rearview mirror, he said the figure bounded out of the woods, with its hands well below its knees, in a monkey-like position. He said, “I then saw what looked like two long furry ears swing around following its head, much like those old aviator hats with long earpieces, but they were hairy!” Just then another car approached and the figure jumped back in the woods. “I knew I had seen something I couldn’t explain,” the man said. “I was physically shaken.”

A short time later, two brothers were driving down Route 39 on Warm Springs Mountain in rural Bath County on the western edge of Virginia. “A white deer ran across the road in front of us,” one of the men said. “I stopped the car and saw a large dark shape on the passenger side of the road. It was the biggest animal I had ever seen! The first thing I noticed was the glowing red eyes. Its fur, or hair, was clumped and matted. I could see the muscle definition in the front part of its body. It was hunched over. It appeared to be grinning, and had a gray, hairless face, with eyes sunken in, a flat nose, and a slightly protruding jaw. It looked like it was very old. When it moved, it leaped over the guardrail and disappeared down the embankment into the thick brush. I somehow got the sense that it was smarter than the average animal.”

A few years ago a young couple went kayaking on Swift Creek Lake at Pocahontas Park in Chesterfield, Virginia. At dusk, as they paddled out, they headed toward a small dam at the far end of the lake. They noticed something large and round with a gray-brown color in the water. They moved closer and discovered it was a dead deer floating near the shoreline. Suddenly, some herons in the area took flight when a loud thump and the rustling of underbrush nearby were heard. Something was crashing through the woods towards them. Cautiously, the kayakers moved about thirty feet away. When they looked back, the deer carcass had disappeared.

Then they both saw, about five feet from the shoreline, “an enormous dark figure.” The young man said they couldn’t make out all of its features, but the silhouette had the characteristics of a human. “However,” he added, “this was no man. Its size was far too large, and it must have been superhuman strong because clenched in its right hand was the neck of the dead deer!” It stared at the couple for a second or two, and then it walked back into the woods, dragging the deer. The man said he had always previously attributed reports of Bigfoot’s existence to people’s overactive imaginations. “But,” he noted, “I highly doubt that science can explain away what my wife and I experienced that day.”

Face to Face

One of the most vivid descriptions of a frightening face-to-face encounter with Bigfoot in Virginia is told by Ben Keys of Greenview Plantation in Prince George County. Ben, an octogenarian and a much-renowned, lifelong paranormal investigator, said the incident occurred on a Labor Day weekend in the early 1970s at an isolated stretch of beachfront on the south bank of the James River near Chippokes Plantation. At the time, Keys had a cottage on some private farmland, and he and his friends would vacation there.

One evening, after a session of waterskiing, a slalom ski was missing, so Keys went down to the river, alone, to see if it had washed ashore. “As I searched in the debris that lined the beach,” he recalls, “time ran away from me and before I knew it, dusk had set in. I had just begun to wind my way through the still-green foliage of a recently fallen, huge red oak tree, when I sensed a most unusual odor. It was so powerful it stung my nostrils. I could not identify it, but it was somewhat reminiscent of a skunk. The odor became stronger as I continued my walk, but I thought it perhaps was caused by a decaying body of some animal or fish.

“After I had gotten through the tree, I took a few steps when, suddenly, something caught my eye. It was about twenty feet in front of me. It appeared to be a massive hulk, a humanoid form, backlit by the night sky. Then it moved! I froze in my tracks. It was clearly apparent that this creature was the source of the strange odor, for it now was more offensive than ever. I flicked on my flashlight and pointed it head-high, but the beam of light hit only its midriff. ‘Good God,’ I said to myself, how tall was this thing? It stood there, motionless. I was scared and maybe it was, too. The creature was covered from head to foot with the shiniest black fur I had ever seen. It appeared to be at least eight or nine feet tall, and its arms seemed to touch the sand.

“When my flashlight ray hits its face, it had black shiny eyes firmly embedded in a sort of Cro-Magnon face. There was a pathetic look in its eyes. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t move a muscle. I asked myself, what was it? Had I encountered a very large bear of some sort? A large ape that had escaped from a zoo? A Mongoloid of some type? I had always heard that one should never have eye contact when confronted by a wild animal. I turned off the flashlight and looked away.

“Finally, I was able to move, and I ran into the river, knowing that it was shallow for a few hundred feet. I fully expected to be attacked at any moment. The next thing I knew I was chest deep in the water. Only then did I muster enough nerve to look back. I had gone so far out I couldn’t even see the shore, much less any sign of the beast. Words cannot describe my relief at that moment. I felt weak all over.

“Then I heard an inboard engine coming my way. My sister and some friends had come out to look for me. When my sister saw me, she screamed. She said I was as white as a ghost and was shaking like a leaf. I couldn’t even speak for several minutes to tell them what happened. Then they wanted to go ashore and see for themselves. The creature had disappeared from sight, but they found its footprints firmly embedded in the hard sand. They were massive. They speculated that whatever it was, it must have weighed a ton. Then they, too, smelled the horrendous odor. We heard the crashing of brush somewhere in the dense woods. It was enough. We got in the boat and abruptly headed back to the cottage. It was the most frightening experience of my life!”

Some time later, Keys met two elderly farmers; they were brothers who had hunted in the then-desolate area of Surry County for most of their lives. When they heard about Keys’s encounter, they told him that they once had problems with something that tore muskrats out of their traps. At one site they found humanlike barefoot prints at least eighteen inches long and very wide, accompanied by an offensive odor. Then one of them said he had seen the thing one day as he was setting a trap. He described it as some type of massive humanoid form, standing on a hillside clearing in a swamp. It had a muskrat in its grasp. He said neither he nor his brother ever mentioned anything about it for fear of ridicule. He told Keys that he had learned there are many things we don’t know about our world and its environment, and this monster was just one of them.

An Obsessive Search

It all began for William Dranginis of Manassas, Virginia, in the early 1990s when he bought a high-tech metal detector. “I began searching the woods and hills for Civil War relics,” he recalls. “It got me outdoors and I enjoyed it.” On a cold day in March 1995, Dranginis was invited to spend some time detecting around some old abandoned gold mines in Culpeper County. What happened that day changed his life.

After hours of tromping around in the woods, he and two friends headed back to their truck. It was about 3:30 P.M., and the three men were walking down a logging trail when all at once one of the friends stretched out his arms and shouted, “Stop!” He pointed towards a spot in the woods and said he saw a man behind a tree. “It soon became apparent, however,” Dranginis said, “that this person was not a person at all. Within a few seconds a large head peered out at us from the side of the tree. It pulled back and a split second later this thing started running right in front of us, arms swinging and legs outstretched.

“It had incredible speed and made virtually no noise as it ran. It went down a hill and disappeared out of sight. I have never seen such massive shoulder muscles. The whole body seemed built for speed and agility. The sighting will always be etched in my mind.”

Shaken by what they had seen, the men hastily retreated to their truck and left the area. Dranginis’s friend said, “that was a bear.” Later, after they had left the scene, Dranginis told his friend, “that was no bear,” and his friend said, “I know.”

They went back to the site the next day looking for anything that could help them understand what this creature was. They found a giant footprint, thirteen-and-a-half inches long. Just then Dranginis and a friend heard two low whistles and something moving in the brush. The friend said there “were two of them out there and they are signaling to each other.” The men withdrew again.

In the months that followed, Dranginis returned alone many times and found broken saplings and other clues, but eventually he had to abandon the site because the landowner told him that whatever he had seen kept coming up to his house late at night and causing his dogs to howl.

Dranginis was hooked. He began his own
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