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No Yeti - official
(Thus spake Reinhold Messner)

The Alps had their dragons, now long since extind, and it seems, as Audrey
Salkeld explains in this introdudory article, that the Himalayan equivalent 
the yeti - is now also confirmed as existing only in the imagination. That does
not mean that the subjed has lost its fascination, as the two subsequent articles
by John Jackson and Michael Ward confirm.

A fter much mysteriousness and hype, the South Tyrolean mountaineer
Reinhold Messner launched his latest publication at last year's

Frankfurt Book Fair. With profound conviction he told a press conference
that there was no such thing as a wild apeman of the high snows. Take it
from him. Contrary to popular myth, the Abominable Snowman, or Yeti,
was no more than a large bear, living at heights of between 12,000 and
18,000 feet.

The pronouncement took the wind out of those who had been expecting
Messner's new book to include a genuine photo of a yeti mother and child,
as early rumours had suggested. But it was true; Messner confessed that
although he had reluctantly come to believe in the Yeti after a close
encounter in 1986, he had now changed his mind. One night, in a remote
forest of eastern Tibet, he had come face to face with a dark creature, he
told reporters, 'an indefinable, big, stinking exotic animal'. Rooted to the
spot, he was sure he'd have died of a heart attack if the creature advanced
further. Instead, it swung around and walked off, 'on two legs', he said.

Shaken, the legendary, hairy mountaineer examined tracks left behind
by the hirsute beast of legend, describing them as similar to those
photographed by Eric Shipton in 1951. Since then, however, he had studied
all known evidence in detail and was convinced. 'It's clearly a Tibetan bear,'
he says now, 'similar to a grizzly but with longer hair.' And he estimates
there are about a thousand of them roaming Nepal and Tibet, mostly at
night. They can grow up to 3.5 metres in height, and sometimes walk on
all fours, sometimes on hind legs alone.

'Its faeces are similar to those of humans,' he explains, 'because it eats
the same food - it follows humans and steals their food.' And its preference
for nocturnal peregrination is why it is has proved so elusive over the years.
Local legend has it that the yeti brings bad luck to whoever sees it, but
M~ssner is convinced it doesn't attack people who keep out of the way.

So, that's that then?
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I always thought the first rule of science was you couldn't prove a negative.
It's certainly not the first time such a bear-footed theory has been floated.
The Nazi researcher Ernst Schiifer came to the same conclusion in the
1930s, as did Frank Smythe who, in 1937, after photographing one fine set
of footprints, was able to tell readers of The Times with some complacency
that 'a superstition of the Himalaya is now explained, at all events to
Europeans.' Ursus arctos pruinosus was the universal track-maker.

Shortly afterwards, one 'Balu' - Tilman, presumably - wrote in the same
newspaper of tracks he had seen near Snow Lake, and others, quite different,
encountered lower down. The latter were 'bear tracks' and 'everywhere'
and'quickly recognised as such by the Sherpas and myself,' he said. 'They
may even have been our friend ursus arctospruinosus, but they were no more
like the tracks of our "Yeti" than those of a two-toed anteater or an
armadillo. '

And the Yeti lived on. Till now.
In the wake of Messner's yeti denunciations, which were backed up soon

afterwards by Chinese cryptozoolt>gists, comes news that could fell the
North Californian Sasquatch, or Bigfoot. Computer enhancement of frames
of the celebrated 1967 Patterson-Girnlin film - which shows a hairy female
biped browsing in the Six Rivers National Forest near the Oregon border
appears to have revealed a zip-fastener at the creature's waist.
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