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Dedication 
 

The world is full of wonders that are ready for exploration! Go find your wonder! 
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Abstract 
 
The Orang Pendek (short person) is an elusive humanoid cryptid purportedly inhabiting the 
rainforests of Sumatra (Forth, 2008; Martyr, 2003). This research provides a comprehensive 
interdisciplinary review, combining anthropological and cryptozoological perspectives on the 
Orang Pendek (Freeman, 2011; Forth, 2022). I examine Sumatran folklore and indigenous 
narratives that imbue the Orang Pendek with cultural significance (Sager, 2008; Rodgers, 2003), 
alongside historical and contemporary eyewitness testimonies from locals, colonial-era 
administrators, and Western explorers (Westenenk, 1918; Martyr, 2003). 
 
I then assess the efforts of Western expeditions and documentation attempts, from early 20th-
century Dutch reports to late 20th and early 21st-century field investigations (Holden & Martyr, 
2000; Freeman, 2011) and evaluate the biological plausibility of an unknown bipedal primate 
species in Sumatra (Chivers, 2001; Meldrum, 2007). Cryptozoological findings such as alleged 
footprints, hair samples, and sightings are reviewed in light of scientific scrutiny, including 
comparisons to known fauna and the potential connection to the discovery of Homo floresiensis 
(Gee, 2004; Sykes et al., 2014). 
 
Anthropological and scientific critiques of methodology are discussed, contrasting empirical 
skepticism with the ethnographic value of local knowledge (Forth, 2008; Rodgers, 2003). 
Through a balanced analysis, the Orang Pendek is considered both as a case study in the limits 
of zoological discovery and as a rich element of regional folklore (Forth, 2022; Gabriel, 2017). 
The research concludes that while there is no conclusive empirical evidence for the Orang 
Pendek’s existence, its enduring legend bridges the domains of science and myth, warranting 
respectful interdisciplinary inquiry (Freeman, 2011; Madison, 2011). 
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Foreword 
 
This study, titled In the Shadow of the Rainforest: An Interdisciplinary Inquiry into the Orang 
Pendek, is submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of 
Philosophy in Cultural Anthropology. Its purpose is to explore the Orang Pendek phenomenon, 
an alleged bipedal primate reported from the deep forests of Sumatra, through an 
interdisciplinary lens that integrates anthropological, zoological, and cryptozoological inquiry. 
The study contributes meaningfully to contemporary anthropological discourse by examining 
how indigenous knowledge, oral traditions, and cryptid lore intersect with modern scientific 
frameworks and epistemologies. 
 
The decision to focus on the Orang Pendek arose from a growing recognition within the field of 
cultural anthropology that marginal belief systems, local ecologies, and oral accounts often 
contain rich symbolic structures and may even preserve fragments of historical or biological 
truth. While many studies of legendary creatures tend to marginalize such beliefs as mere 
folklore, this research contends that a nuanced cultural analysis is both necessary and overdue. 
The Orang Pendek serves as an ideal subject through which to examine enduring questions in 
anthropology: What constitutes valid knowledge? How do cultural narratives shape our 
perception of the natural world? And what happens when local ontologies and scientific 
taxonomies collide? 
 
Situated within the rainforests of Sumatra, the Orang Pendek exists in a liminal space, reported 
by credible observers yet unverified by zoological science. It is this ambiguity that makes it a 
compelling anthropological subject. The creature has been described by villagers, indigenous 
groups, colonial officials, conservationists, and cryptozoologists for more than a century. These 
accounts consistently reference a small, hairy, upright-walking hominoid whose existence is 
assumed by locals but questioned by modern science. This body of testimony, when studied 
through the dual lenses of ethnographic documentation and comparative folklore, provides an 
invaluable opportunity to assess how societies construct, transmit, and interpret anomalous 
knowledge. 
 
This study does not attempt to prove or disprove the biological existence of the Orang Pendek. 
Rather, its goal is to understand the cultural, symbolic, and epistemological roles the creature 
plays in both indigenous Sumatran societies and Western scientific discourse. It also seeks to 
understand how the Orang Pendek is embedded within broader patterns of Wildman folklore 
found globally, such as the Himalayan Yeti, the North American Sasquatch, and the Ebu Gogo 
of Flores Island. These comparative frameworks help to contextualize the Orang Pendek not 
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only as a local curiosity, but as part of a trans-cultural motif that reflects human fascination with 
the boundaries between civilization and nature, self and other, human and animal. 
 
Methodologically, this research draws on an interdisciplinary array of scholarly sources, 
including peer-reviewed anthropological literature, ethnographic field reports, zoological 
analyses, and cryptozoological publications. While remaining grounded in the conventions of 
cultural anthropology, the researcher also engages with recent developments in the philosophy 
of science, postcolonial studies, and environmental humanities. The inclusion of 
cryptozoological material, often dismissed in mainstream academic circles, is deliberate. It is 
meant to illustrate the tensions and potential synergies between established scientific 
disciplines and more fringe epistemologies that nevertheless engage with serious investigative 
rigor. 
 
This research proceeds in five core sections: a literature review that situates the Orang Pendek 
within Sumatran cultural and ecological contexts; a compilation and analysis of eyewitness 
accounts and field investigations from colonial through contemporary times; an evaluation of 
biological plausibility based on available physical evidence; a critique of the methodological 
approaches employed by anthropologists and cryptozoologists alike; and, finally, concluding 
remarks that reflects on the broader implications of the Orang Pendek for my understanding of 
knowledge systems and cultural meaning-making. 
 
Ultimately, this research argues that the Orang Pendek phenomenon, whether understood as 
folklore, misunderstood fauna, or a relict hominin, offers profound insight into how human 
beings seek to explain the unknown. It also demonstrates that local traditions and oral 
ecologies deserve more than cursory dismissal; they should be regarded as important 
epistemic contributions, capable of shaping scientific inquiry and informing conservation 
ethics. Whether or not the Orang Pendek is ever formally classified, the value of studying it lies 
not only in what it might be, but in what it already represents: a vivid expression of human 
curiosity, ecological engagement, and the symbolic imagination. 
 
In offering this study as part of my doctoral program in Cultural Anthropology, I hope to advance 
a line of scholarship that honors indigenous voices, respects scientific inquiry, and embraces 
the productive tensions between myth and morphology. I invite readers from across disciplines 
to consider the Orang Pendek not merely as a cryptid, but as a compelling cultural text - a living 
legend worthy of critical exploration. 
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Introduction 
 
Reports of a small, bipedal ape-like creature in the forests of Sumatra have circulated for over 
a century (Westenenk, 1918; Yates, 2016). Commonly known as the Orang Pendek, meaning 
short person in Indonesia, this cryptid is described as a ground-dwelling primate about 80–150 
cm tall, covered in short fur, and walking upright (Martyr, 2003; Freeman, 2011). Alleged 
encounters span a wide range of observers, from indigenous forest-dwelling tribes and village 
farmers to Dutch colonial officials and Western scientists (Forth, 2008; Holden & Martyr, 2000). 
 
The Orang Pendek thus inhabits both the physical space of Sumatran rainforests and the 
cultural imagination of its people (Sager, 2008; Rodgers, 2003). Its status remains unverified by 
modern science, placing it in the realm of cryptozoology, the search for animals known from 
anecdote and folklore but not yet recognized by zoology (Dunning, 2007; Meldrum, 2007). 
 
From an anthropological perspective, the Orang Pendek is significant as part of Sumatran 
folklore and indigenous knowledge, reflecting how local communities interpret and narrate their 
environment (Forth, 2008; Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). From a cryptozoological and zoological 
perspective, it raises the question of whether an undiscovered primate species could persist 
into modern times in a heavily explored world (Chivers, 2001; Freeman, 2011). 
 
This interdisciplinary study reviews the Orang Pendek legend and evidence, drawing on 
scholarly sources in anthropology, folklore studies, and cryptozoology (Forth, 2022; Madison, 
2011). I first contextualize the Orang Pendek in Sumatran culture and history, then recount the 
major eyewitness reports and expeditions that have sought to document it (Martyr, 2003; 
Holden & Martyr, 2000). I analyze the biological plausibility of such a creature, including 
comparisons to known primates and the implications of the Homo floresiensis (Hobbit) 
discovery, and address methodological critiques from both anthropologists and scientists 
regarding the search for the Orang Pendek (Gee, 2004; Sykes et al., 2014). By integrating 
empirical skepticism with an appreciation of folkloric and ethnographic value, I provide a 
balanced overview of the Orang Pendek phenomenon (Rodgers, 2003; Forth, 2008).  
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Literature Review 

Folklore and Cultural Significance in Sumatra 
In the cultural landscapes of Sumatra, the Orang Pendek occupies a prominent place in oral 
tradition (Zafir & Yanuar, 2010; Sager, 2008). Many local ethnic groups have their own names 
and lore for the creature, indicating its deep roots in regional folklore (Rodgers, 2003). For 
example, in the Kerinci region where sightings are concentrated, it is sometimes called Uhang 
Pandak in the local dialect, and other Sumatran groups use names like Sedapa/Sedapak, Gugu, 
Atu Rimbo, or Sebaba to refer to similar beings (Yates, 2016; Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). 
 
Importantly, indigenous perspectives often treat the Orang Pendek as part of the natural fauna 
rather than as a supernatural entity (Sager, 2008). The Orang Rimba (also known as Suku Anak 
Dalam), a nomadic forest people of Jambi Province, regard the Orang Pendek as a real creature 
sharing their forest environment, a co-inhabitant of the forest for centuries in their traditional 
worldview (Sager, 2008, p. 74). Unlike truly mythic spirits, the Orang Pendek in this context is 
not imbued with mystical powers but is seen as an elusive wild primate (Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). 
In fact, native Sumatrans and Orang Rimba typically ascribe no supernatural powers to the 
Orang Pendek, unlike tigers or snakes, which are often associated with spirit guardians in local 
animist beliefs (Rodgers, 2003). 
 
Instead, villagers and forest hunters describe it in practical terms (hairy, strong, and shy) and 
often express a healthy fear of it due to its reputed strength (Freeman, 2011). As one account 
notes, many jungle people fear the Orang Pendek because of its strength, even though it is not 
considered aggressive and will usually move away from humans (Martyr, 2003, p. 33). This 
suggests the Orang Pendek is integrated into local ecological knowledge as a rare animal to be 
respected, rather than a supernatural bogeyman (Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). 
 
Nevertheless, folklore about the Orang Pendek does vary across regions, and in some local 
myths the creature takes on more mystical or moralistic roles (Rodgers, 2003). In parts of 
Sumatra, there are folk stories portraying Orang Pendek as formerly human. For instance, as 
cursed people or an ancient tribe exiled into the forest (Forth, 2008). Such tales, while not 
universal, cast Orang Pendek as liminal figures between human and animal realms, perhaps 
serving as cautionary legends about straying from societal norms (Gabriel, 2017). 
 
These divergent narratives, some treating Orang Pendek as a flesh-and-blood animal, others as 
cursed humanoids, highlight the ethnographic complexity of the Orang Pendek legend (Forth, 
2022). Anthropologically, the figure of a wild forest dweller appears repeatedly in Indonesian 
and Southeast Asian folklore (e.g., the Ebu Gogo of Flores, the Orang Gadang or big people in 
other Sumatran lore) (Forth, 2008; Thompson & Cremo, 1999). Such legends may encode 
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cultural memories of past human or primate populations, or symbolize the wild, untamed 
nature beyond settled areas (Forth, 2022). 
 
Ethnologist Gregory Forth (2008) argues that representations of Wildman creatures like the 
Orang Pendek form a recurring motif in Southeast Asian folk zoology. He even hypothesizes that 
some of these folk tales could be dim cultural memories of encounters between modern Homo 
sapiens and other hominin species, a hypothesis given impetus by the discovery of the 
diminutive hominin Homo floresiensis on the neighboring island of Flores (Gee, 2004). 
According to Forth, tales of small, hairy forest people in Indonesia (e.g., Orang Pendek and Ebu 
Gogo) might stem from real interactions in the distant past between humans and a now-extinct 
hominoid species (Forth, 2022). This idea remains speculative and not widely endorsed by 
mainstream science, especially since current evidence suggests H. floresiensis died out at least 
50,000 years ago (Sykes et al., 2014). 
 
Still, Forth’s perspective illustrates an anthropological openness to the possibility that folklore 
can preserve fragments of historical biological reality (Forth, 2022). Even if the Orang Pendek 
legend is not literally true, its persistence and consistency in Sumatran oral culture make it an 
important subject for ethnographic study, reflecting local people’s relationship with their 
environment, their taxonomy of seen and unseen fauna, and perhaps their anxiety or curiosity 
about human origins (Forth, 2008).  

Cultural Accounts and Eyewitness Testimonies 
Documented accounts of the Orang Pendek date back to at least the early 20th century, when 
Dutch colonial administrators began recording indigenous stories and personal sightings 
(Westenenk, 1918; van Herwaarden, 1923). An often-cited early report comes from Mr. L. C. 
Westenenk, a Dutch official and Governor of Sumatra in the 1910s. In 1918, Westenenk 
documented an event reported to him from 1910: a government land surveyor’s young Sumatran 
assistant had a startling encounter in the forests of the Barisan Mountains. As Westenenk 
relayed, the boy saw a large creature, low on its feet, which ran like a man… very hairy and not 
an orang-utan, but its face was not like an ordinary man’s (Freeman, 2011, p. 2; Westenenk, 
1918). 
 
This description, not an orangutan (the only great ape known in Sumatra), yet not exactly human, 
closely matches the consistent portrayal of Orang Pendek in later years (Martyr, 2003; Yates, 
2016). Another colonial-era sighting was recorded by Mr. Oostingh, a coffee planter in Bengkulu 
province, in 1917. Oostingh observed a creature sitting on the ground in the forest at close 
range. He described it as the size of a small human with thick shoulders and dusty black hair-
covered body; when it stood upright, it appeared about 1.75 m (5’9”) tall and walked away 
bipedally before climbing a tree with agility (Freeman, 2011; Gabriel, 2017). 
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Throughout the 1920s, such encounters continued to be reported by Dutch settlers and 
Indonesian workers. In 1927, a Mr. A. H. W. Cramer, a resident of Kerinci, allegedly saw an Orang 
Pendek from only 10 meters away, noting its long hair and black skin; it fled, leaving behind small 
human-like footprints (Yates, 2016). That same year, local stories claim an Orang Pendek was 
even caught in a tiger trap but managed to break free, injuring itself. A Dutch zoologist, Dr. K. W. 
Dammerman, examined blood and hair traces from this incident and concluded that they did 
not belong to any known animal such as a bear, gibbon, or human (Freeman, 2011). While the 
evidence from this episode was not enough to formally identify a new species, it was intriguing 
enough to be probed by scientists of the time. Indeed, a 1924 newspaper article in the Nevada 
State Journal ran the headline Reported Find of Missing Link Will Be Probed, referring to such 
Sumatran wildman reports (Yates, 2016; Gabriel, 2017). 
 
This indicates that even in the 1920s, the Orang Pendek was sensationally being cast as a 
potential missing link, a primitive hominid surviving in the jungle, capturing imaginations far 
beyond Sumatra (Freeman, 2011). However, interest waned by the 1930s due in part to 
upheavals (World War II and the Indonesian independence struggle) and perhaps also 
skepticism setting in when no specimen materialized (Gabriel, 2017). 
 
From an anthropological viewpoint, the consistency of these early testimonies, mostly by non-
indigenous observers unfamiliar with local lore, lends some credibility to the idea that a real 
animal might underlie the Orang Pendek legend (Forth, 2008; Martyr, 2003). The witnesses were 
often experienced outdoorsmen (planters, hunters, naturalists) who knew orangutans and other 
wildlife, yet insisted the creature they saw was something different (MacKinnon, 1975; Freeman, 
2011). Their descriptions cohere around a short, bipedal, hairy primate unlike any formally 
catalogued species. These historical reports have become a foundation for later 
cryptozoological interest (Yates, 2016; Forth, 2022). 
 
After the mid-20th century, Orang Pendek encounters were sporadic and remained local 
knowledge until renewed attention arrived with Western researchers in the late twentieth 
century. In the 1980s and 1990s, a series of expeditions by foreign investigators began to 
systematically collect eyewitness accounts and search for physical evidence of the Orang 
Pendek (Holden & Martyr, 2000; Freeman, 2011). Foremost among these was Deborah (Debbie) 
Martyr, a British writer-turned-researcher. Martyr first visited Sumatra in 1989 and heard about 
Orang Pendek sightings from local guides, which spurred her to stay and investigate (Martyr, 
2003). 
 



 6 

Over the next 15 years, Martyr, often accompanied by wildlife photographer Jeremy Holden, 
conducted intensive field research largely in and around Kerinci Seblat National Park, the core 
Orang Pendek habitat as identified by frequent local reports (Holden & Martyr, 2000). They 
interviewed hundreds of villagers and forest hunters, compiling detailed witness testimonies 
into notebooks (eventually several volumes of records) (Freeman, 2011). Martyr herself had a 
personal sighting in 1990 after months of searching: she saw at a distance, an upright-walking 
small ape-like figure crossing her path (Martyr, 2003). This encounter convinced her that Orang 
Pendek was not just legend. 
 
In her recollection, I saw an animal that didn’t look like anything in any of the books… I was 90% 
certain [before] that there was something here… When I saw it, I saw an animal that didn’t look 
like any known animal. It walked rather like a person… It was a relatively small, immensely 
strong, non-human primate… built like a boxer, with immense upper body strength… moving 
bipedally (Martyr, 2003, p. 34). Martyr’s description highlights key morphological traits echoed 
by other witnesses: short stature, tremendous chest and arm musculature, thick dark hair, 
short legs with outward-turned feet, and a human-like bipedal gait (Freeman, 2011). Notably, 
she compared it to a siamang or agile gibbon on steroids, that is, resembling a large gibbon-like 
ape but far more robust and terrestrial (Holden & Martyr, 2000). 
 
This blend of characteristics (somewhat gibbon- or orangutan-like, yet moving bipedally on the 
ground) has led to varied hypotheses about what Orang Pendek could be (Chivers, 2001; 
Meldrum, 2007). 
 
Martyr and Holden, with support from the conservation NGO Fauna & Flora International, 
deployed camera traps in the rainforest and cast plaster molds of footprints attributed to the 
Orang Pendek (Holden & Martyr, 2000). Despite operating dozens of remote cameras over years, 
they did not capture a clear photograph of the creature, a fact often noted by skeptics (Dunning, 
2007). However, their fieldwork yielded what cryptozoologists consider tantalizing evidence: 
distinct footprint casts and hair samples. Multiple footprints measuring about 20–30 cm in 
length were found, showing an ape-like foot structure but with some unique features (Chivers, 
2001). 
 
In 1999, an expedition team led by British researcher Adam Davies (who was inspired by Martyr’s 
work) discovered fresh tracks in a muddy area of Kerinci. The casts from this find were analyzed 
by Dr. David Chivers, a primate expert at Cambridge University. Chivers observed that the Orang 
Pendek print had a peculiar mix of traits seen in different primates, like the shape of a gibbon’s 
foot, the size of a small orangutans, and a human-like arch, yet it did not match any known 
species (Chivers, 2001). He concluded, it was definitely an ape with a unique blend of features… 
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the print did not match any known primate species and… this points towards there being a large 
unknown primate in the forests of Sumatra (Chivers, 2001, p. 24). This expert testimony, 
reported in 2001, gave a boost to cryptozoologists’ claims that Orang Pendek evidence was 
worthy of scientific consideration. 
 
Similarly, Dr. Hans Brunner, a forensic hair specialist, microscopically compared an alleged 
Orang Pendek hair (also collected by the 1999 Davies expedition in Kerinci) against hair samples 
of all known local wildlife. Brunner stated that the sample did not match any known animal (not 
bear, orangutan, gibbon, human, etc.), suggesting it came from a previously undocumented 
species of primate (Brunner, 2002). These endorsements by scientists, Chivers and Brunner, 
were publicized in the early 2000s and often cited by cryptozoologists as evidence that the 
Orang Pendek could be real (Freeman, 2011; Meldrum, 2007). 
 
Other field investigators have also contributed to the Orang Pendek dossier. Indonesian 
researcher Dally Sagita (mentioned in a 2017 interview) and American Bigfoot enthusiast Cliff 
Crook/Barackman have continued expeditions into West Sumatran forests, finding additional 
tracks in the 2010s (Gabriel, 2017). For instance, a 2013 project in Jambi’s Pauh Tinggi area 
recovered a series of footprint casts, which have since been replicated and studied (Gabriel, 
2017). These casts measure roughly 16-18 cm (about 6–7 inches) in length, notably small, 
consistent with a short biped. 
 
Some casts show what appears to be an opposable big toe (hallux), somewhat akin to the foot 
of early hominins or great apes, rather than the inline big toe of humans (Meldrum, 2007). This 
has fueled speculation that the Orang Pendek may be semi-arboreal, using a grasping toe for 
climbing, even if it habitually walks on the ground. The presence of a divergent big toe would 
distinguish Orang Pendek tracks from human tracks and from those of known bears (which have 
all toes in a line). Indeed, witnesses often remark on the Orang Pendek’s small, outward-turned 
feet (Martyr, 2003), a detail which footprint evidence appears to corroborate (Chivers, 2001). 
 
Indigenous trackers in Kerinci assert they can recognize Orang Pendek footprints by the 
distinctive shape and stride, which they say is unlike those of sun bears or other animals (Sager, 
2008; Zafir & Yanuar, 2010).  



 8 

  



 9 

Analysis: Biological Plausibility and Zoological Perspectives 
 
Accounts of the Orang Pendek have remained strikingly consistent across time and observers, 
which is one reason cryptozoologists believe the legend might be grounded in a real species 
(Yates, 2016; Freeman, 2011). The typical Orang Pendek is described as a short bipedal primate, 
about 3 to 5 feet tall (roughly 1 to 1.5 meters). The body is covered in hair, usually reported as 
dark grey, black, or honey-colored, sometimes with a lighter mane down the back (Martyr, 2003). 
The build is usually stocky and muscular, witnesses emphasize the creature’s broad shoulders, 
deep chest, and powerful arms disproportionate to its short stature (Holden & Martyr, 2000). 
The legs are said to be shorter (relative to the torso) than a human’s, and the feet small and often 
outwardly angled (Chivers, 2001; Meldrum, 2007). 
 
The face is variously described: some say it is human-like but with larger features (broad flat 
nose, heavy brow), others liken it to an ape’s face (Freeman, 2011). Notably, all observers agree 
it is not an orangutan, Sumatran orangutans are orange-furred, arboreal, and found only in 
northern Sumatra, whereas Orang Pendek is dark-furred, largely terrestrial, and reported in 
west-central Sumatra (Kerinci region) far outside the orangutan’s range (MacKinnon, 1975; 
Gabriel, 2017). 
 
Locals familiar with sun bears (Helarctos malayanus), gibbons, and other wildlife also insist the 
Orang Pendek is a distinct creature, mainly because of its human-like posture and gait (Zafir & 
Yanuar, 2010; Sager, 2008). It habitually walks upright on two legs, a trait no Sumatran mammal 
except humans truly exhibits on a regular basis. Sun bears can rear up and even take a few steps 
bipedally, but they typically drop to all fours and leave clawed footprints unlike the smooth, 
heel-and-toe prints attributed to Orang Pendek (Meldrum, 2007). Gibbons and siamangs are 
bipedal in trees but rarely walk far on the ground. Thus, from a zoological standpoint, the 
consistent description of a small, bipedal, ground-dwelling ape is anomalous, no known 
species fits that profile in Sumatra or anywhere in the world (Freeman, 2011; Chivers, 2001). The 
closest analog might be an extinct hominin or a yet-undiscovered primate. 
 
Cryptozoologists have proposed several identities for Orang Pendek. One hypothesis is that it is 
a surviving terrestrial orangutan or a close relative of orangutans that evolved to live on the forest 
floor (Freeman, 2011). Zoologist Richard Freeman, who led multiple Orang Pendek hunts, 
argues that Orang Pendek could be a new species within the great ape family Ponginae 
(Freeman, 2011). Its physical features, long arms, crested skull (some reports note a sagittal 
crest like a great ape), and arboreal abilities (e.g., reportedly climbing trees when alarmed), align 
with it being an ape rather than a human ancestor (Martyr, 2003; Chivers, 2001). 
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Freeman and Martyr both noticed that eyewitnesses describe it in ape-like terms (like a gibbon, 
gorilla, orangutan) more often than as a human or mythical being (Martyr, 2003; Holden & Martyr, 
2000). If it is an ape, its small size and bipedalism are unusual. Martyr speculated that perhaps 
a population of orangutans in Sumatra’s southern forests adapted to ground locomotion long 
ago, possibly due to an ecological upheaval (Martyr, 2003). She suggested the cataclysmic Toba 
super volcano eruption (~74,000 years ago) devastated Sumatra’s forests, and in the aftermath, 
a subset of orangutans coped by becoming more terrestrial and walking upright to travel 
between sparse trees (Gee, 2004). 
 
Over millennia, this hypothetical population could have diverged into a distinct species: the 
Orang Pendek. While intriguing, this theory has a major flaw: the Toba eruption was indeed 
massive, but orangutans survived it (MacKinnon, 1975). If orangutans could persist arboreally, 
it weakens the need for a bipedal adaptation solely due to Toba. Moreover, the genetic and fossil 
evidence for orangutans does not indicate a recent offshoot species (Gee, 2004). Nonetheless, 
the idea underscores an important point: bipedalism is not strictly a human trait; even modern 
orangutans exhibit limited bipedal behavior when navigating thin branches (Meldrum, 2007). 
Paleoanthropologists have observed orangutans walking upright in trees with a straight-legged 
stance, suggesting that some form of bipedal locomotion could evolve in ape lineages under 
certain pressures (Chivers, 2001). Thus, an unknown ape with more habitual bipedalism is not 
biologically implausible. 
 
Another proposition is that Orang Pendek might be a relict hominin, a primitive human or near-
human that has survived into recent times (Forth, 2022; Thompson & Cremo, 1999). This idea 
gained traction after the sensational discovery in 2004 of Homo floresiensis on Flores Island (to 
the southeast of Sumatra). H. floresiensis, nicknamed the Hobbit, was a small hominin (about 
1.1 m tall) that lived at least until 50,000 years ago on Flores (Gee, 2004). The convergence of 
traits is tempting: H. floresiensis was tiny, bipedal, and inhabited an Indonesian island, similar 
to what one might imagine for an Orang Pendek. Indeed, scientists like paleoanthropologist 
Henry Gee noted that the discovery of Homo floresiensis raises hopes for yeti hunters, 
suggesting that if a small archaic human could survive until relatively recent times, perhaps 
cryptid legends like Orang Pendek might be vindicated (Gee, 2004). 
 
Almost immediately after H. floresiensis was announced, some cryptozoologists speculated 
Orang Pendek could be a population of Flores-like hobbits on Sumatra (Forth, 2022). Indigenous 
lore in Flores about the Ebu Gogo (small forest people) was analogized to Sumatran Orang 
Pendek tales (Forth, 2008), with the hypothesis that modern humans in both islands might have 
preserved oral history of coexisting with these diminutive hominins. However, most scientists 
urge caution with such parallels. The geographic distance (Flores is several islands away in 
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Wallacea) and the timeline make it unlikely the same species could be involved (Sykes et al., 
2014). The youngest evidence of H. floresiensis is ~50,000 years old, and there is no fossil or 
archaeological trace of similar hominins in Sumatra (Gee, 2004). If Orang Pendek were a 
surviving hominin, it would imply a dramatic extension of the known hominin range and 
temporal survival. Nonetheless, some authors (e.g., Forth, 2022) have controversially argued 
that folkloric accounts might point to recent survival of such hominins in isolated pockets. 
Without hard evidence, this remains speculative. 
 
A more skeptical biological interpretation is that Orang Pendek reports represent 
misidentifications of known animals. Leading candidates are the Sun Bear (Helarctos 
malayanus) and the Siamang gibbon (Symphalangus syndactylus), both of which inhabit 
Sumatran forests (Martyr, 2003; Meldrum, 2007). Sun bears are short (about 1.2 m when on hind 
legs) and can appear hair-covered and humanoid when standing. They also leave plantigrade 
footprints that, when degraded, might superficially resemble barefoot human tracks. In fact, 
one skeptical analysis noted that many so-called Orang Pendek tracks closely resemble those 
of sun bears, which have a large sole pad and five toe pads; if the claw marks are not registered, 
a bear’s track could fool an observer into thinking it’s an apelike foot (Meldrum, 2007). 
 
However, experienced trackers in Sumatra distinguish bear prints by their claw imprints and 
different gait pattern (Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). Gibbons and siamangs, on the other hand, are 
tailless primates that locals might anthropomorphize. Siamangs are black-furred and can be up 
to 90 cm tall when sitting; on rare occasions they descend to the ground and, being bipeds in 
trees, they can walk bipedally for a short distance (MacKinnon, 1975). A fleeting glimpse of a 
siamang on the ground could be misread as a short humanoid (Freeman, 2011). 
 
Critics note that no definitive evidence (bones, etc.) of an unknown species has been found 
despite decades of searching, which could imply Orang Pendek is an amalgam of such 
misidentified encounters with bears, gibbons, or even odd-looking humans (e.g., an escaped 
gibbon or a person with dwarfism living feral, though the latter has no supporting evidence) 
(Dunning, 2007). 
 
It is worth mentioning the outcome of the most rigorous scientific test applied so far to Orang 
Pendek evidence: DNA analysis of alleged hair samples. In 2012–2013, a team of geneticists led 
by Bryan Sykes collected dozens of hair samples attributed to various cryptids (Yeti, Bigfoot, 
Orang Pendek, etc.) and sequenced their DNA. The results, published in the Proceedings of the 
Royal Society B, were unambiguous. Every sample matched a known species. The single Orang 
Pendek hair in the study was found to come from a Malayan Tapir (Tapirus indicus) (Sykes et al., 
2014). 
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Tapirs are large herbivorous mammals present in Sumatra; they have coarse bristly hair in some 
body parts which might have been mistaken for primate hair by collectors (Sykes et al., 2014). 
This DNA result was a blow to the cryptozoological case, as it invalidated one of the prime 
physical pieces of evidence. It illustrated how even diligent field researchers can be mistaken. 
What was thought to be primate hair was actually from a completely different order of mammal. 
 
To date, no DNA sample indicative of an unknown primate has been obtained from Orang 
Pendek searches (Meldrum, 2007). Moreover, no clear photograph has emerged despite the 
widespread use of camera traps by expeditions (Holden & Martyr, 2000). The absence of hard 
evidence in an age of advanced technology leads many wildlife biologists to remain extremely 
skeptical of the Orang Pendek’s existence. As one commentary noted, On the one hand, 
numerous reports (eyewitness and footprint evidence) point to the existence of large 
unidentified primates… On the other, no bodies or recent fossils… have ever been found. 
Modern science has largely avoided this field (Gee, 2004, p. 1055). 
 
In summary, biologically, the Orang Pendek is conceivable. It does not violate any law of nature 
that a small bipedal ape or hominin could exist (Chivers, 2001; Meldrum, 2007). Southeast Asia 
has a rich but still incompletely catalogued biodiversity. New mammals (even primates like the 
kipunji in Tanzania, or the saola in Vietnam) have been discovered in recent decades, though 
usually in less conspicuous forms (Freeman, 2011). A cryptic primate surviving in Sumatra’s 
dense interior is not impossible, given that Kerinci Seblat National Park encompasses rugged, 
thick jungle where scientific surveys have been limited (Holden & Martyr, 2000). 
 
That said, the lack of concrete evidence after intensive searches suggests that if Orang Pendek 
exists, it is extremely rare and perhaps on the brink of extinction, or it may indeed be a cultural 
construct rather than a zoological reality (Forth, 2022; Sager, 2008). The biological plausibility 
thus remains an open question, hinging on evidence that has yet to materialize.  
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Anthropological and Cryptozoological Methodologies: A Critical 
Appraisal 
 
The pursuit of the Orang Pendek highlights contrasting methodologies and epistemologies in 
anthropology versus cryptozoology (Forth, 2008; Rodgers, 2003). Anthropologists and 
folklorists, approaching the Orang Pendek as a cultural phenomenon, tend to focus on the 
narratives, symbols, and social functions of the legend (Rodgers, 2003; Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). 
For them, whether the creature really exists is often a secondary question; more immediate is 
what the belief in Orang Pendek means for the people who tell these stories. 
 
For instance, an anthropologist might study how Orang Pendek lore reinforces knowledge of 
dangerous animals (Rodgers, 2003), or how it relates to local identity, perhaps Orang Pendek is 
seen as a guardian of the forest or a remnant of ancestors (Forth, 2008; Sager, 2008). In the 
Sumatran context, some scholars have noted that folklore, including Wildman tales, can serve 
as subtle forms of cultural resistance or social commentary (Rodgers, 2003). 
 
Anthropologists also compare the Orang Pendek legend to Wildman or forest-being tropes 
worldwide, which often represent the Other; the wild or uncivilized counterpart to humans 
(Forth, 2008; Thompson & Cremo, 1999). This comparative approach, exemplified by Forth 
(2008), situates Orang Pendek alongside creatures like the Himalayan Yeti, North American 
Bigfoot, and others, analyzing common patterns in how human societies imagine human-like 
creatures in the wild. 
 
One critical anthropological perspective might be that cryptozoologists who take local Orang 
Pendek stories at face value could be missing deeper metaphorical meanings (Rodgers, 2003). 
The Orang Pendek might embody, for locals, the spirit of the untamed jungle or function as a 
boundary marker (between cultivated land and wild nature) in narrative form. Thus, trying to 
hunt it down physically might be, in a sense, a category error, akin to trying to capture a folklore 
motif (Forth, 2008). 
 
Anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski noted that in many cultures, myths fulfill a social or 
psychological function and are not meant to be empirically verified in the scientific sense. An 
anthropologist might similarly view Orang Pendek as part of the mythic landscape of Sumatra, 
serving to inculcate respect for the forest and its mysteries (Sager, 2008; Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). 
 
Cryptozoologists, on the other hand, operate on the premise that at least some folkloric or 
anecdotal accounts of unknown creatures stem from encounters with real, undocumented 
animals (Freeman, 2011; Meldrum, 2007). Cryptozoology as a field straddles fringe and 
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mainstream: it employs some scientific techniques (field surveys, camera trapping, forensic 
analysis of traces) but is not fully accepted by traditional zoology due to its speculative nature 
and the lack of voucher specimens (Gee, 2004; Sykes et al., 2014). 
 
In the case of Orang Pendek, cryptozoologists like Martyr, Holden, Freeman, and Davies have 
approached the topic much like wildlife biologists would approach studying a rare species 
(Martyr, 2003; Holden & Martyr, 2000). They collect indigenous knowledge as clues (akin to 
ethno-biological scouting), formulate a hypothesis that an unknown primate exists, and attempt 
to gather physical evidence (Freeman, 2011). 
 
This methodology has yielded testable material (casts, hair, scat) which could, in principle, 
confirm the species if one of those were to contain, say, an unknown DNA sequence or unique 
morphological features (Brunner, 2002; Chivers, 2001). However, the critique from mainstream 
science is that cryptozoologists often rely too heavily on eyewitness testimony and lack the 
rigorous controls that standard wildlife research demands (Dunning, 2007). 
 
Eyewitness accounts, especially of startling encounters in the wild, are notoriously unreliable; 
cognitive science shows that people can sincerely misidentify animals under stress or in poor 
viewing conditions (Meldrum, 2007). An anthropologist might add that Western cryptozoologists 
sometimes uncritically accept local legends as literal truth without fully understanding their 
context (Rodgers, 2003). For example, early cryptozoologists in Sumatra conflated various 
native folklore characters with Orang Pendek, eager to bolster their case with as many reports 
as possible (Freeman, 2011; Dunning, 2007). 
 
Brian Dunning (2007) points out that cryptozoologists in the 1980s began reading early 20th-
century accounts from Dutch settlers and linked them to local jungle lore making quite a stretch, 
but this connection stuck and established Orang Pendek as a fixture in cryptozoology files. 
 
In other words, disparate tales and sightings were woven into a single narrative which may 
exaggerate the coherence of the evidence (Yates, 2016). 
 
From the perspective of the scientific establishment, the burden of proof lies squarely on 
cryptozoologists to provide extraordinary evidence for extraordinary claims (Gee, 2004). Until 
then, the null hypothesis is that Orang Pendek is not a biological reality. The methodological 
divide often leads to tension: cryptozoologists feel that mainstream scientists dismiss or ignore 
credible local knowledge, for instance, many villagers and even some biologists like John 
MacKinnon have been open to Orang Pendek’s possibility (MacKinnon, 1975), whereas 
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scientists accuse cryptozoologists of engaging in wishful thinking or not applying sufficient rigor 
(Sykes et al., 2014; Meldrum, 2007). 
 
A classic example is the handling of footprint evidence. Cryptozoologists highlight the unique 
anatomy of Orang Pendek tracks (opposable toe, etc.) and bring in experts like Dr. Chivers to 
validate them (Chivers, 2001). Yet other experts like Dr. Jeffrey Meldrum, an anatomist well-
versed in primate bipedal footprints, gave a more cautious interpretation, suggesting one Orang 
Pendek cast could be a misidentified handprint of an orangutan or sun bear (Meldrum, 2007). 
 
This divergence shows that even within the scientific community, interpretation of ambiguous 
evidence can vary, and cryptozoologists often favor the interpretation that supports an unknown 
creature, whereas skeptical scientists favor more parsimonious explanations (Holden & Martyr, 
2000; Dunning, 2007). 
 
Anthropologists also critique cryptozoological expeditions in terms of observer effect and bias 
(Rodgers, 2003). Coming into villages with the expectation of a cryptid, Western researchers 
might inadvertently prompt or shape eyewitness narratives. Some villagers might offer stories 
they think the outsiders want to hear; a phenomenon known in ethnography as informant 
rapport (Sager, 2008). Martyr attempted to mitigate this by long-term residence and trust-
building with locals, and she certainly earned many sincere reports (Martyr, 2003). But the 
possibility remains that a kind of collective narrative formed that emphasizes certain details, 
like the backwards-turned feet in some tales, which might be a folklore element signaling a spirit 
being, as found in many cultures, rather than a zoological observation (Forth, 2008; Rodgers, 
2003). 
 
On the flip side, cryptozoologists and some sympathetic scientists argue that traditional 
knowledge should not be dismissed outright (Freeman, 2011). Local peoples often possess 
deep knowledge of fauna and can distinguish animals that outsiders might lump together. For 
example, prior to the scientific discovery of species like the okapi or gorilla, local communities 
had names and knowledge for them that Europeans dismissed as myth (Forth, 2022). 
Cryptozoologists see the Orang Pendek in a similar light: they view the consistency and 
persistence of Orang Pendek reports as evidence that where there’s smoke, there’s fire, 
meaning so many independent witnesses over time likely indicate a real biological entity 
(Martyr, 2003). 
 
They call for science to engage with legend, echoing Madison (2011) who wrote that modern 
science can gain by examining folklore for potential leads. In her conclusion, she noted the 
interplay between science and myth is growing more interesting, especially in cases like the 
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Flores hominin where a legend (Ebu Gogo) eerily paralleled a scientific finding (Gee, 2004; Forth, 
2008). Forth (2019) goes so far as to assert that what Flores villagers say about creatures 
resembling fossil hominins needs explanation rather than debunking. 
 
This underscores a philosophical difference: cryptozoologists and their allies believe 
unexplained anecdotes merit investigation (they treat them as data), whereas skeptics believe 
they merit explanation in terms of psychology or misidentification (treating them as stories 
rather than observations) (Dunning, 2007; Meldrum, 2007). 
 
In the case of Orang Pendek, a balanced methodological approach would involve 
interdisciplinary collaboration. Anthropologists could help cryptozoologists design interview 
protocols that reduce suggestion and tease apart symbolic aspects of folklore from likely 
factual observations (Rodgers, 2003; Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). Biologists could train local 
observers in using cameras or collecting scat in a scientific manner, leveraging indigenous 
tracking skills. Thus far, most Orang Pendek research has been either local anecdote or outsider 
expeditions, but a combination (community-based wildlife surveys using scientific tools) could 
be fruitful (Holden & Martyr, 2000). 
 
It is notable that some Indonesian scientists remain highly skeptical, as one Indonesian 
zoologist quipped, Orang Pendek hunts are seen as a laughable attempt to prove the existence 
of a myth (Gabriel, 2017). Overcoming that stigma would require cryptozoologists to produce 
something undeniably concrete. Until then, methodological critiques from the scientific side 
will continue to be pointed: the absence of evidence (no clear photo, DNA, or bones after 
decades) is interpreted as evidence of absence by skeptics in this case, given how large 
mammals are rarely undiscovered in the 21st century (Gee, 2004). 
 
Cryptozoologists counter that absence of evidence is not proof of non-existence, citing how 
elusive animals like the Sumatran tiger or rhino can be present yet seldom seen (Martyr, 2003; 
Freeman, 2011).   
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Concluding Remarks 
 
The Orang Pendek of Sumatra remains an enigma at the intersection of anthropology and 
zoology (Forth, 2008; Freeman, 2011). On one hand, it is a rich cultural phenomenon, a legend 
that has clearly entrenched itself in Sumatran folklore and local knowledge (Zafir & Yanuar, 
2010; Sager, 2008). As an element of culture, Orang Pendek has value regardless of its 
zoological reality: it is part of how Sumatran communities articulate the mysteries of their 
rainforest environment and possibly how they impart respect for the forest to younger 
generations (Rodgers, 2003). The anthropological perspective shows that stories of the Orang 
Pendek carry meaning, whether as representations of the wild human–animal boundary, as 
echoes of historical encounters, or simply as exciting narratives around the hearth (Forth, 2022; 
Forth, 2008). 
 
In that sense, the Orang Pendek is real in the hearts and minds of the people, similar to how the 
idea of Bigfoot is real in North American culture, serving as a symbol of the unknown (Meldrum, 
2007; Madison, 2011). On the other hand, the cryptozoological quest for the Orang Pendek has 
marshaled a body of intriguing, if inconclusive, evidence that keeps the question of its existence 
alive (Martyr, 2003; Holden & Martyr, 2000). Footprints with unusual features, unidentifiable hair 
(later identified as tapir, undermining that particular piece of evidence), and dozens of credible 
eyewitness accounts collectively suggest that something is being encountered in the Sumatran 
forests, even if that something might turn out to be known creatures under unusual 
circumstances (Brunner, 2002; Sykes et al., 2014). 
 
Unlike many cryptids, the Orang Pendek reports have a high degree of consistency and come 
from a region where the discovery of a new large species is within the realm of possibility. 
Sumatra yielded new species of large mammals in the 20th century, such as the Sumatran 
ground cuckoo rediscovered in 1997 (Freeman, 2011; Gabriel, 2017). Until a concerted 
scientific survey is carried out, a sliver of doubt or hope remains. As conservationist Debbie 
Martyr put it, I was 90% certain [it existed] from the stories… when I finally saw it, that was the 
proof to me (Martyr, 2003, p. 34). But science demands more than a sighting (Gee, 2004). 
 
The legacy of the Orang Pendek search is also a cautionary tale in methodology. It highlights 
how difficult it can be to prove a negative. One cannot definitively prove the Orang Pendek does 
not exist; one can only accumulate lack of evidence (Sykes et al., 2014). Conversely, it would 
take only one extraordinary piece of evidence to prove it does exist; a live capture, a clear 
genetic sample, etc. This asymmetry fuels both skepticism and persistence: skeptics note that 
as years pass without proof, the likelihood of a real Orang Pendek diminishes, whereas believers 
note that one day’s discovery can overturn decades of doubt (Meldrum, 2007; Forth, 2022). 
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In a balanced evaluation, we conclude that the Orang Pendek currently lacks the empirical 
evidence required for scientific acceptance as a living species. The footprints and anecdotes, 
while captivating, have not met the rigorous standards of zoological verification (Chivers, 2001; 
Gee, 2004). However, the ethnographic reality of the Orang Pendek is unquestionable. It is a 
significant and longstanding part of Sumatran intangible heritage (Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). 
Dismissing it outright would mean dismissing the testimony and beliefs of many local people, 
which would be both disrespectful and unscientific, since those testimonies could contain 
ecological insights (Forth, 2008; Rodgers, 2003). 
 
Therefore, the Orang Pendek occupies a space of legitimate scholarly interest: if it is eventually 
found by zoologists, it would be a momentous discovery validating local knowledge; if it is not, 
understanding why humans around the world recurrently imagine wild hominids is itself a 
fascinating anthropological question (Forth, 2022; Meldrum, 2007). 
 
Future research could take an interdisciplinary approach: deploying modern wildlife survey 
techniques (e.g., environmental DNA sampling from soil or water sources, automated camera 
grids, drone surveillance under canopy) in the Kerinci region, while simultaneously 
documenting the folklore and knowledge of the Orang Pendek among local communities 
(Freeman, 2011; Sykes et al., 2014). Even if the creature remains elusive, such efforts can yield 
benefits. For example, identifying other rare fauna, and preserving cultural narratives in written 
form (Zafir & Yanuar, 2010). 
 
Ultimately, the Orang Pendek story reminds us that the line between myth and science can be 
thin and permeable. What begins as folklore can sometimes turn out to have a kernel of truth, 
and what is pursued as zoological truth can sometimes reveal itself to be folklore (Forth, 2008; 
Madison, 2011). Until more data is available, the Orang Pendek straddles this line, inviting us to 
keep an open yet critical mind. As one researcher mused, the interplay between legend and 
science is complex and evolving. The Orang Pendek, whether as a cryptozoological being or a 
cultural icon, resides in that very interplay, challenging us to explore the unknown with both 
imagination and rigor (Gee, 2004; Forth, 2022).   
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Appendix A: Reported Locations of the Orang Pendek 

Figure A-1: Map of Sumatra, Indonesia 
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Figure A-2: Map of Kerinci Seblat National Park in Sumatra 
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Appendix B: Reference Images 

Figure B-1: Ant Wallis Illustration 
 

 
 
Description: This illustration portrays the Orang Pendek as a small, bipedal primate with long 
arms, a human-like face, and dark brown fur. The creature is depicted amidst dense jungle 
foliage, emphasizing its elusive nature. 
 
Source: Ant Wallis, a freelance illustrator specializing in natural history and cryptozoological 
subjects, created this piece. His work has been featured in publications such as the Fortean 
Times and the book Deep Jungle. 
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Figure B-2: Tim Bertelink Illustration 
 

 
 
Description: This digital illustration presents the Orang Pendek as a robust, bipedal creature 
with reddish-brown fur, a pronounced brow ridge, and a somewhat human-like face. The 
background includes a scale comparison with a human silhouette, providing context to its 
reported height. 
 
Source: Tim Bertelink, an artist known for creating scientifically inspired illustrations, produced 
this piece featured in an article discussing the Orang Pendek's folklore and alleged evidence. 
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Figure B-3: Composite Sketches 
 

 
 
Description: This compilation includes multiple sketches of the Orang Pendek, showcasing 
various angles and features such as its musculature, facial structure, and limb proportions. The 
illustrations are annotated with notes on observed characteristics, reflecting a synthesis of 
eyewitness reports. 
 
Source: Reticent Earth, a platform dedicated to exploring cryptids and unexplained 
phenomena, compiled these sketches to provide a comprehensive visual representation of the 
Orang Pendek. 
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Figure B-4: Artist Illustration of the Orang Pendek in Sumatra 
 

 
 

Description: The Sumatran creature that locals call Orang Pendek somewhat resembles a 
Bigfoot, only that it is not big at all. Dwelling deep in the jungles of the island, it is said to have 
both apelike and human features: shortness of stature, extreme strength, and a tendency to shy 
away from human contact. Dutch colonists reported several sightings during the first half of the 
20th century: they described a short hairy creature unlike the orangutan or gibbon, but rather 
more humanlike, and capable of walking upright. 
  



 27 

Appendix C: Orang Pendek Footprint Casts 

Figure C-1: Plaster Casting  
 

 
 
Description: This cast was found in the province of Jambi near Pauh Tinggi on the Indonesian 
island of Sumatra. It was the first cast obtained by the Orang Pendek Project, a multi-year 
collaboration between Cliff Barackman and Dally Sandradiputra. 
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Figure C-2: Plaster Casting 
 

 
 
Description: Plaster cast of an alleged Orang Pendek footprint, revealing its very distinctive 
form by Dr. Karl Shuker.  



 

 


