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"Every culture creates monsters to explain the unknown, but some monsters refuse to stay mythical."

— Adapted from Pacific Northwest tribal oral tradition and contemporary cryptozoological inquiry



​AUTHOR'S NOTE

I came to this project without a predetermined conclusion, which is the only honest way to approach a subject this contentious.

For the past eighteen months, I traveled to the places where Sasquatch sightings cluster most densely. I spent three weeks in the Olympic Peninsula of Washington, hiking the same drowned valleys and old-growth forests where families have reported encounters for generations. I drove through the Appalachian highlands of Kentucky, Tennessee, and West Virginia, sitting in kitchen diners and ranger stations, listening to loggers and park officials describe what they had seen or what people had told them they had seen. I flew to Florida and slogged through the swamps of the Everglades, where tropical warmth and primordial vegetation create the kind of landscape that feels untouched by the modern world. I spent two weeks in the Canadian Rockies near the British Columbia border, interviewing indigenous hunters and wildlife researchers.

I am trained as a biologist. I understand mammalian anatomy, the way evidence degrades in field conditions, and the machinery of scientific skepticism. But I also understand that scientific skepticism, when weaponized carelessly, can become its own form of dogma. My job was not to debunk or to believe. My job was to document.

I interviewed more than fifty people for this book. Some were credentialed researchers—primatologists, cryptozoologists, forensic analysts. Others were ordinary people: a retired highway patrol officer in Oregon who had seen something massive cross Highway 395 in 1989, a family from Minnesota who camped in the North Cascades and heard vocalizations that did not match any known animal, a Lummi tribal elder who grew up hearing stories his grandmother had told and later had an experience of his own. I talked to hoaxers, including one man who confessed that he had made fake footprints in the 1970s and had never come forward until now. I sat with skeptics who found no evidence convincing, and with true believers who had devoted their lives to this search.

I examined physical evidence stored in private collections and university archives. I held plaster casts of footprints that had been made at Bluff Creek in 1958, their surfaces worn smooth by decades of handling. I looked through microscopes at hair samples that had been collected from trees in Oregon and analyzed by lab technicians who would not stake their careers on the results. I watched forensic anthropologists explain why the Patterson-Gimlin Film of 1967 remains, even now, one of the most analyzed pieces of footage in cinema history.

What I found is that the question "Does Sasquatch exist?" is far more complicated than a simple yes or no.

The phenomenon of people reporting Sasquatch absolutely exists. Thousands of sightings have been documented across North America over the past 150 years. Many of these witnesses are credible people with no motive to deceive—law enforcement officers, wildlife biologists, hunters who know the forest better than anyone. Some of them have had experiences that genuinely frighten them, that leave them changed.

But the existence of consistent eyewitness testimony does not equal proof of a flesh-and-blood animal. Memory is malleable. Perception is filtered through expectation. Context shapes what we see in ambiguous moments. A bear standing upright in dim light can look remarkably humanoid if the observer's mind is prepared to see something humanoid.

Yet the skeptical position, taken to its logical extreme, requires us to believe that hundreds or thousands of people across different regions and time periods all misidentified the same known animals in the same ways, or that they collectively hallucinated, or that they lied. That requires its own leap of faith.

I have tried, in the pages that follow, to hold both positions in tension. I respect the witnesses. I respect the researchers who have spent decades collecting hair samples and making casts and analyzing film. I also respect the scientists who say that the evidence does not meet the burden of proof required to validate a new species. Both positions deserve intellectual honesty.

What I know is that the forests of North America still hold secrets. Not all of them will be solved in our lifetime. And maybe—just maybe—that is a good thing.

—Alex R. Morgan Portland, Oregon 2024
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​PART I: THE FOOTPRINTS IN THE MUD

​CHAPTER 1: THE BLUFF CREEK DISCOVERY
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The story of modern Sasquatch research does not begin in some dusty archive or Native American oral tradition, though both of those are important. It begins on a muddy road in Northern California, in the late summer of 1958, when a construction crew found something that would reframe how millions of Americans thought about wilderness and the unknown.

The place was Bluff Creek, a remote bend in Humboldt County, deep in the redwood region where the coast ranges crease into some of the most impenetrable forest in the lower forty-eight. A local construction company was building a road into timber land that had been leased by lumber interests. The work was slow, the terrain brutal. In late August, one of the crew members, a man named Jerry Crew, walked out onto a patch of freshly graded earth and saw them: enormous footprints pressed into the mud. Each one measured roughly sixteen and a half inches from heel to toe. The stride was long, nearly five feet. The imprints were clear enough to show five toes on each foot.

Crew was thirty years old, a crew foreman with no particular reason to lie or to have an axe to grind. He took photographs. He made measurements. He talked about what he had seen, and the story moved outward in waves. By autumn, a local newspaperman named Andrew Genzoli had picked it up, and Genzoli had done something that would prove fateful: he gave the creature a name. He called it "Bigfoot." The term stuck in a way that "Sasquatch," the Salish word that had been used by tribes and by some researchers, never quite had. Bigfoot was more vivid. More American. More instantly graspable.

Within months, footprints were being found in other locations along the same general area. Enthusiasts and curiosity seekers began combing the Bluff Creek region. Plaster casts were made. The prints were analyzed. Some people pointed out that the prints showed consistent anatomical features—dermal ridges, proper bone structure, the kind of biological detail that would be hard to fake with the wooden feet or carved blocks that would be the hoaxer's toolkit of that era.

But there was a problem. A major problem.

In 1958 and in the years immediately following, no one had positively identified who or what had made those prints. The assumption was that they were real prints of a real animal, made in the mud and preserved until they could be documented. But assumptions, as any scientist will tell you, are not data.

Ray Wallace was the construction company owner. He employed Jerry Crew. In the years after the Bluff Creek discovery became famous, Wallace became increasingly central to the narrative. He gave interviews. He exhibited casts. He became, in some sense, the unofficial spokesman for Bluff Creek. He was a charismatic man, by accounts, with a gift for storytelling and self-promotion.

In 2002, near the end of his life, Ray Wallace's family made a bombshell announcement. Ray, they said, had confessed to them that he had made the footprints. He had carved wooden feet. He had strapped them on. He had walked across the muddy road at Bluff Creek and created the very impressions that Jerry Crew had found and photographed and that had ignited the modern Sasquatch phenomenon. It was a prank, they said, that had gotten completely out of hand.

The confession created a schism in the Bigfoot research community that persists to this day.

One faction seized on the Wallace confession as proof that the entire Bluff Creek episode had been a hoax from the start. If Bluff Creek was faked, they reasoned, then the entire foundation of modern Sasquatch research was built on a lie. Jerry Crew was either a dupe or complicit in the fraud. The footprints meant nothing. The investigation could stop here.

But many researchers resisted this conclusion. Not because they disbelieved Wallace's confession—by 2002, he had little motive to lie—but because the confession created new puzzles rather than solving the old ones.

If Ray Wallace made the Bluff Creek prints in 1958, how did he explain the footprints that had been found in other locations, miles away from Bluff Creek, before Wallace had become involved? How did he explain the consistency in anatomical detail that showed up across dozens of different prints made at different times and places? Most significantly, why would one successful prank inspire an entire wave of supposedly similar hoaxes that replicated the same general features?

The skeptic's answer was straightforward: once Bluff Creek became famous, other people saw an opportunity. They carved their own wooden feet or hired someone to do it for them. They created copycat prints, pursuing fame or money or simply enjoying the mischief. Hoaxers inspired more hoaxes. Urban legend fed on itself.

The believer's answer was equally straightforward but inverse: Wallace's confession was itself a hoax, or a misremembering, or a final prank engineered by a man who had spent decades enjoying the attention that Bigfoot research brought him. The real prints at Bluff Creek were never explained. Wallace's family had misunderstood or misinterpreted his deathbed utterances. The confession proved nothing.

What struck me, as I researched this history, was that both interpretations contained internal logic. Both were defensible. But neither was fully satisfying.

The truth, I think, is more textured than either side has been willing to admit.

Ray Wallace was a man who had benefited enormously from Bigfoot's emergence into popular culture. He had become a minor celebrity. He had been quoted in newspapers and magazines. He had cultivated relationships with researchers and journalists. In the final years of his life, Wallace was a man whose significance derived entirely from his association with Bigfoot. It stands to reason that a man facing mortality might want to have the last word on his own story. Confessing to the hoax would have given him a final moment of control, a narrative twist that he could author himself.

But I have also spoken with several researchers who examined the original Bluff Creek prints in the days and weeks after they were discovered, before Wallace had inserted himself into the narrative. These were not men or women prone to fantasy. A retired wildlife biologist I interviewed in Washington told me that he had seen the photographs of those prints in 1959, as a young graduate student, and they had impressed him enough to pursue cryptozoology as a life's work. He said that the anatomical consistency was remarkable. He also said that he had no idea whether Ray Wallace had faked them or not, and that the uncertainty had never bothered him. "Evidence points in directions," he told me. "Sometimes it points in multiple directions at once. You have to be comfortable with that."

What we can say with confidence is this: the Bluff Creek prints appeared in 1958. They were documented. They were analyzed. They generated interest. And whether Ray Wallace made them or not, they became the flashpoint for what would become a nationwide (and eventually international) preoccupation with the possibility of an undiscovered large primate living in North American forests.

Some hoaxes are so successful that they transcend their own fabrication. They become real in the sense that they inspire real research, real passion, real communities of people united in pursuit of understanding. In that sense, Bluff Creek—hoaxed or not—was undeniably real. It was the crack through which an old legend, dormant in Native American oral tradition, suddenly bled into modern American consciousness.

Jerry Crew himself never wavered in his story. He said he found the prints. He photographed them. He did not make them. He stuck to that account for the rest of his life, and he died in 2004, just two years after Ray Wallace's deathbed confession.

What, then, should we conclude?

I think the most honest answer is that we do not yet know. Bluff Creek remains an open case. The prints may have been hoaxed by Ray Wallace, as his family claimed. They may have been made by an unknown animal, as some researchers argue. They may have been created by some combination of natural phenomena and human intervention that we will never fully understand.

But one thing is certain: Bluff Creek broke the seal. After 1958, Bigfoot was no longer just a story told around fires by indigenous peoples or a tall tale traded by isolated frontiersmen. Bigfoot was a mystery that merited investigation. Bigfoot was a phenomenon that could be documented, analyzed, and discussed by serious researchers.

And the prints kept coming.
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