When Campfire Stories Become Real

By:  Gary Kurz

What's wrong honey;" my wife asked from across the breakfast table, "you don't look well. Are you okay?" I nodded to her in almost mechanical response, but I was far from being okay.  I slowly lowered the Sunday Parade magazine and asked “Do you remember when I told you the story of my running into that strange creature in the woods back when I was a kid?”

“Vaguely,” she responded “but didn’t you say you weren’t sure if you really saw it or not?”  I said “Yes, I said that, but only because when I told you, you were looking at me like I was crazy.  What else could I say at the time?”  
Holding the magazine up and turning the article I was reading toward her, I pointed at the accompanying artist’s conception of an unknown creature in the New Jersey woods, and said "You aren't going to believe this, but this is exactly what I saw in the woods that day," and then I shared the whole story with her.
Approximately twenty-seven years earlier (circa 1958) in rural New Jersey, my sister and her friends were taking a hike deep into the woods near our home. I wanted to tag along, but As an eight year old I was not welcome among her group of borderline teen girls.  So I  did what any troublesome and irreverent little brother would do; I followed them from a distance, enduring, perhaps even enjoying the occasional screams hurled at me to "Go home you little brat!" 
I followed them for what seemed like a very long time.  Occasionally I would hide to make them think that I had tired of following them, but I hadn’t.  They weren’t really doing anything very exciting, just walking, talking and giggling; typical girl stuff from my perspective back then.  
I don’t remember why I followed them.  I think maybe I just enjoyed bothering them.  Or maybe, in retrospect, I was starting to get interested in girls.  I don’t really know.  All I do know is that I was a boy and, for whatever reason, boys do things like that.
Every so often a rabbit would bolt from the bushes and startle them or they would step into a mud puddle, and several would scream with those shrilly teen girl voices that are so irritating.  But mostly they just walked down the slightly worn trail, giggling, presumably brought on by their talk about boys.

As they talked, they apparently were unaware that they had gone as deep into the woods as they had; deeper than any of them, or I, had ever been.  In fact, because the trail started to disappear into the shrubbery on either side of the worn pathway, and eventually disappeared altogether, it seemed no one had been back this far in a very long time.

Whether I took a wrong turn or they were purposely hiding from me I don't know, but I suddenly realized that I could no longer see or hear the group, and I panicked.  I didn’t want to be lost.  As fun as that might be for a young boy, it would prove to be very embarrassing when the girls told the story later on.  And truth be told, it was getting very overgrown and scary.
So in panic I ran to where I thought they had been, but they were not there.  I thought I heard a noise coming from the other side of a small hill, so I quickly ran around it hoping that I would see them there. 
As I came around the hill I stopped dead in my tracks. There 20 feet in front of me was something I had never seen before.  I can only describe it as a creature that was shaped like a man, but was not a man.  It was slender and tall, but I cannot say how tall.  Everyone is tall to an eight year old.   I can only say for sure that it was much bigger than my dad and my dad was a pretty big man.  This thing was at least a foot taller than him; I estimate about seven foot.
It had broad shoulders; much broader than my dad’s and it looked very strong.  It wore no clothes, but was covered rather in dark hair and leaves; emphasis on the leaves.  Its face was human-like, but not really human.  It looked more like an ape than a man.  
My wife and I visited the Barcelona, Spain zoo in 1971 and were privileged to see the famous white ape, Snowflake.  He was a mere three feet from us through a heavy glass window.  He sat and looked at us for nearly 20 minutes.  We marveled at how human-like that ape looked.  This creature’s face was much like the face of Snowflake.

Of all its features it is the head that I remember most clearly.    Its head was framed with a border of leaves, much like a lion’s mane, only it was leaves and hair mixed together.  I remember that the leaves did not seem to be ornamental like a garland.  Rather, they appeared to either be stuck in its hair from having laid on the ground or perhaps purposely woven into the hair by the creature.  
I remember looking into its eyes and they seemed tired or sad.  The creature did not look angry or mean, but rather startled and sleepy; as if I had come upon it and disturbed its sleep.  It seemed like it had just picked itself up off the ground.  That might explain the leaves.  He might have been lying in them.  I cannot explain it better than that; this was my perception in the short amount of time I spent looking at the creature, which was literally a few seconds.
The stories of how people freeze when they are afraid or try to scream but cannot, most definitely did not apply to me that day. I let out a piercing scream while turning and running without even the slightest hesitation.  I did not look back; I just kept picking them up and putting them down with no thought of ever stopping.
I don't know how much time passed, but it seemed like only seconds before my sister and her friends were at my side. As much as she detested my being there, she said she heard terror in my screams and was concerned.  

In tears I told them what had happened.  Of course they laughed at me in disbelief, but it was a nervous laughter.  They could see the terror in my eyes and I think they knew I had seen something out of the ordinary. 
Without a word, the whole group seemed to sense that it was time to leave the woods and we started walking in the direction of home. Soon the walk picked up pace as no one apparently wanted to be the one at the end of the line. Ultimately the walk turned into a gallop and by the time we could see the first house, it was an all out race to get out of the woods. 
Over the years I eventually buried that encounter deep in my memory. On the rare occasion that it resurfaced I would dismiss the episode as the product of a child's imagination.  But that morning at the breakfast table, when I opened that magazine, imagine my shock to see the very face I had seen so many years earlier staring right at me. 
The picture was an artist's conception from eyewitnesses who had seen this creature in the northern New Jersey woods over a period of many years. The article was apparently sparked by a current sighting in the year it was published, 1985.  It matched my memory of the creature that I had seen perfectly, in every detail, and brought memories of that eerie experience flooding back to me. 
The impact of seeing that picture was overwhelming. Even though I was then an adult and 1500 miles away living in Miami, it made the hair on my neck stand up. I suppose it was my quiet gasp and sudden pale color that made my wife notice something was amiss. She listened to my story with great interest and empathy, but it was clear that she had her doubts about my recollection of the facts. 
"After all" she said, "you were only eight years old." I couldn't disagree with her. I was only a child at the time and children often blend reality and imagination. In fact, for that very reason I too had doubted my own memories of what I had seen and dismissed them as fodder for a campfire story; until today. Today the campfire story was staring back at me from a magazine.  
