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Similar to Maryland’s State Flower, the black-eyed Susan, its State 
Bird, the Baltimore oriole, and its State Crustacean, the blue crab, the 
Goatman has achieved the unofficial status of Maryland’s state 
monster.1 He stars in magazines, television shows, comic books, 
movies, haunted houses, and even a Wikipedia entry. On the other 
hand, few know the Goatman legend in any detail. Did Maryland’s 
most famous monster have a life as a folk legend prior to his 
encapsulation as a “legend” in popular culture? Does the Goatman have 
a definitive starting point? Did he ever live primarily in oral tradition? 
How did the legend spread across Prince George’s County, and later 
across Maryland?2 

I attempt to answer these questions by tracing the legend 
diachronically, from folk legend to popular legend to Maryland popular 
culture. Although contemporary legend is often international in scope, 
the Goatman is an example of a local contemporary legend, focused 
primarily in Prince George’s County, adjacent to Washington, D.C. The 
earliest formation of the Goatman legend is beyond scholarly reach, but 
a combination of folklore archives, newspaper articles, and 
reminiscences reveal the key moments in the legend, as the Goatman 
rears his horned head, trots across the county, and permanently lodges 
himself into Maryland popular culture.  

In this essay, I perform a microstudy of the historical sources that 
brought this local legend to the forefront of the state’s canon of legend 
materials. I argue that the Goatman legend is an example of Dorson’s 
“popular legend”—one that is neither exclusively oral nor purely 
literary, but relies on the synergy between the two. The story begins in 
the small town of Clinton, Maryland, where University of Maryland 
college student George Lizama completed a fieldwork project for his 
Introduction to Folklore course. From there, journalist Karen Hosler 
reported Lizama’s findings in the county newspaper, sparking ostension 
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Figure 1 Adjacent to the nation’s capital, Prince George’s County, Maryland is home to 
the three most common Goatman legend locations: Clinton, Bowie, and Mitchellville. 
(Map courtesy of U.S. Census Bureau) 

from a couple of local boys in Bowie, Maryland. The resulting news 
story created such fervor that Goatman legend-tripping became a 
mainstay of Prince George’s County teenage life in the 1970s. While 
the folklore archive files show the original legend contents succumbing 
to the newspaper coverage almost immediately, the excitement alone 
entrenched Goatman in Maryland popular culture, even after specific 
details of Goatman’s crimes faded from memory. 
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The Goatman 
According to legend, the murderous Goatman lurks in the woods of 
Prince George’s County, emerging only to prey on household pets and 
lovelorn teenagers. Depictions of Goatman vary from image to image, 
but there are some general consistencies. The Goatman walks upright 
like homo erectus, but has the head and the hooves of a goat. His face 
ranges from human with goat features to purely goat. He always sports 
a goat’s beard and large, curving horns on his head. His torso is nearly 
human, but his legs are the crooked, hirsute legs of a goat. Often 
holding a weapon, usually a large axe,3 his stance is aggressive, and his 
eyes are menacing. The Goatman is reminiscent of Pan of Hellenic lore 
(top human, bottom goat) or Baphomet of Christian lore (top goat, 
bottom human). Those unfamiliar with Goatman might assume they are 
looking at the western depiction of Satan. 

This frightening creature may have had more benign origins. In 
1971, Clinton, Maryland local Josiah Proctor told George Lizama that 
an old, black, self-sustaining hermit with a long white beard lived in a 
little hut near a bridge. The teenagers called him Goatman. 

Yes I’ve heard of the Goatman from time to time. You 
know that the road isn’t very far from here. The legend is 
only partly a story some of it is true. There really is a 
Goatman of Tucker Road. He is an old man, an old black 
man with a real long white beard—like a goat. He’s a hermit 
who lives by the bridge in a little shanty. He grows all his 
food and hunts for his meat and in order to do so must cross 
the narrow bridge from time to time. This is probably when 
everyone sees him and as they pass he smiles and then 
everyone in the car gets bent-out-of-shape and goes around 
screaming Goatman. I’ve gone down the road and never met 
up with him, but relatives have and they’re all still alive. 
(Lizama 1971) 

There are additional hints that that man or other itinerants served as the 
starting point for embellished Goatman legends. Student Frank Caherty 
titled his Introduction to Folklore research project “Goat-Men, Hermits, 
& Murderous Woodsmen: Strange Tales and Curious Happenings,” but 
it ultimately had little to do with “goat-men” or “murderous 
woodsmen” (Caherty 1977) His research shows he was primarily 
interested in chronicling the large number of local hermits residing in 
the Prince George’s County woods and periodically scaring children. 
Captain Lawrence Wheeler, the Prince George’s County Police’s 
Bowie District Commander, told Washington Post reporter Ivan G. 
Goldman that he “had heard there really was an old man who used to 
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live in a shack in the woods.” “Kids would come around,” says Captain 
Wheeler simply, “and once in a while he would come out and scare 
them” (Goldman 1971). The local Rev. Joe Jenkins distinctly 
remembers indigent trappers roaming the surrounding Prince George’s 
County woods with menacing tools of their trade during his childhood 
(Jenkins 1998). In fact, because they wore thick hide coats in the 
searing summer heat, children would sometimes refer to them as 
“Coatman,” possibly leading to “Goatman.” 

Regardless of its origins, this small, unusual legend spread across 
the state and became a regional symbol of horror in Maryland. I will 
demonstrate that through a combination of pre-existing oral tradition, 
sensationalistic journalism, local ostension, and teenage legend-
tripping, the Goatman cut his way to the forefront of Maryland’s legend 
canon in less than a year. 

George Lizama and “The Goatman of Tucker Road” 
When twenty-one-year-old George Lizama turned in his Introduction to 
Folklore project on May 18, 1971, the University of Maryland 
upperclassman did not realize the effect his research would have on the 
future of Maryland’s Goatman legend. The final product would be the 
catalyst to a series of events that would spread the Goatman legend 
across Prince George’s County and into the canon of Maryland popular 
culture. Lizama had decided to investigate “The Goatman of Tucker 
Road.” He collected eight Goatman legends for his project—seven of a 
single type. Eighteen-year-old Patriciate Isidro’s version was the “most 
common during [his] interviews” (Lizama 1971). 

Yes I’ve heard of the Goatman. Of course he died a long 
time ago. He was killed in a fire and burned to crisp [sic]. 
I’ll tell you what I know. Tucker Road is a long tree laden 
road that is very very narrow. A lot of the kids go out there 
to park and I think that’s how the legend got started. It seems 
there lived an old man who had the face of a goat and the 
body of a man. At the time of a full moon he would come 
out onto the bridge to ward off people, because it was his 
bridge. He always had a kind of wicked grin on his faced 
[sic] and called out like a real goat would. I’ve heard where 
cars have gone off the road because of the Goatman and that 
a few people a couple of years back were even killed and no 
trace of them was found. 

Kids say that he always carries bricks and that lots of 
cars have come off the bridge with busted windshields and 
the strangest thing is that not a sound was heard of bricks 
hitting glass or the shattering of glass. He only comes out at 

CL_3.3_Complete.pdf   68 2015-01-29   2:07 PM



Getting Maryland’s Goat 67	
  
night and when the moon is bright. People say that he used 
to be a goat herder and that after all his goats died he almost 
turned into one. Some of my friends say they saw his eyes 
glowing at them at one time or another, but no one has really 
seen him. (Lizama 1971) 

The seven legends that form this most common type share 
numerous typical motifs. Each includes most, although not necessarily 
all, of the following: (1) The Goatman is an old hermit with the head of 
a man and the body of a goat or the head of a goat and the body of a 
man (2) who lives in a shack near a one-lane bridge on Tucker Road, a 
dark, narrow, treacherous road. (3) He was a goat herder in the past. (4) 
During one of the moon’s liminal moments (e.g. full, eclipsed), (5) he 
stands at the bridge and (6) throws bricks or rocks at passing cars, (7) 
while bleating like a goat. (8) He has damaged passing cars and forced 
a few off of the bridge. (9) The Goatman may have been killed when 
children set fire to his shack. (10) The informant has never seen 
Goatman but knows others who have. 

Newspapers and Legend Diffusion 
How does a small, quirky, local legend from a small, rural town spread 
across the county and eventually come to be known across the state? In 
this instance, while oral tradition was important, the newspaper was the 
vehicle of transmission from town to town. Folklorists have been 
studying the dynamism between legends and the newspaper for 
decades. Since the mid-twentieth century, folklorists like Linda Dégh 
and Richard M. Dorson have acknowledged the importance of 
newspapers in tracking the ebb and flow of legends. In 1973, Linda 
Dégh and Andrew Vázsonyi argued that “legend makes a part of its 
way—presumably the lesser—on foot and continues on the longer trail 
through the speedy modern vehicle” of the mass media (37). Conceding 
that the media were central to legend transmission did not diminish the 
importance or traditionality of legend, but instead allowed folklorists to 
engage with the implements of the modern world. Attempting to define 
the American folk legend, folklorist Richard Dorson found it necessary 
to “distinguish legends perpetuated through town histories, tourist 
brochures, local-color literature, Sunday supplements, and similar 
printed channels from spoken legends” (Dorson 1971:160). He coined 
the term “popular legend” to refer to legends that are neither 
exclusively oral nor purely literary, but rely on the synergy between the 
two. An excellent example of Dorson’s popular legend, the Goatman 
existed in Prince George’s County oral tradition prior to journalist 
Karen Hosler’s newspaper coverage, detailed in the next section, but 
the legend spread rapidly and came to the forefront of the Maryland 
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legend canon only after the media attention. Ever since, the interplay 
between oral tradition and media interest would be the legend’s greatest 
strength. 

Continuing this line of inquiry, Paul Smith encouraged legend 
scholars to consider all possible transmission channels. By looking only 
at oral channels, scholars constructed legend as a unique phenomena 
disconnected from everyday life. In truth, Smith argued, legends are 
transmitted through any means available. Like Dégh, Smith agreed that, 
beyond oral tradition, “the major disseminators of contemporary legend 
are the news gathering agencies” and “possibly newspapers are the 
largest carriers of contemporary legends” (Smith 1992:42). In Prince 
George’s County, the newspaper did not give life to the Goatman 
legend—that credit goes to the legend tellers on the ground—but it 
allowed the legend to flourish across the county and across the state in 
ways that it had not in oral tradition. 

In a case study of legend and news coverage surrounding serial 
killer Ed Gein, Robert E. Mitchell suggested that most sensational 
events that enter into American legend can attribute part of their 
success to media enhancement of the legend process. Mitchell contends 
that journalists are “second to none when it comes to filling the 
information vacuum for a news-deprived public; and since circulation 
is the media’s life blood, much gets published for no more weighty 
reason than it is presumed to be something the public wants to hear” 
(Mitchell 1979:6). Mitchell pushed Dégh’s argument that the media 
carry legend further, arguing that the media are not only of central 
importance in legend transmission, but that “in selected instances the 
media can be seen as a prime factor in the shape of the legend itself” 
(Mitchell 1979:7). In Prince George’s County, for example, Hosler’s 
reporting spreads the Goatman legend to a broader segment of the 
county, but also sets the legend’s structure and central motifs for future 
oral tradition. 

The Goatman began in oral tradition as Dorson “folk legend.” But 
as Dégh pointed out legends were prone to do, the Goatman traveled 
his greatest distance on the back of the media. Far from trivializing the 
legend, this moment marked the pinnacle of the legend’s importance. 
The Goatman became Dorson’s “popular legend,” and through the 
1970s, the interplay of folk and popular sources gave the legend its 
strength. By acknowledging both the oral sources and the newspaper 
sources, as Smith has encouraged scholars to do, researchers can 
approach Goatman as locals approached the legend, rather than in a 
synthetic mode pleasing to purists. As Mitchell predicted, after the 
initial story, both Hosler and the public attempted to fill the 
“information vacuum” for Goatman news. Legend tellers and 
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newspapers combined to transform the Goatman from an obscure local 
legend to unofficial state creature. 

Karen Hosler and the Goatman Craze 
George Lizama’s professor placed Lizama’s Goatman collection in the 
Maryland Folklore Archives. It would have fallen into obscurity like 
many of its donations if it were not for an eager reporter searching for 
an eye-catching story. The Prince George’s County News’ Karen 
Hosler visited the Maryland Folklore Archives—at the time merely 
several filing cabinets in the University of Maryland’s resident 
folklorist’s office. By October 27, 1971, Hosler was ready to announce 
“University Archives Reveal: Boaman, Goatman, and Ghosts Still 
Haunt Area” (1971a). Although she does not use his name, Hosler is 
referring to Lizama’s Goatman collection from Clinton, Maryland—the 
only one in the archive at this date. But instead of placing the legend on 
Tucker Road in Clinton, Maryland, Hosler reports the location as 
Fletchertown Road in the larger Bowie, Maryland, a half an hour’s 
drive north. 

The woods around Fletchertown Road have other strange 
inhabitants, folklore records indicate. One is a Goatman, 
half-man, half-goat who supposedly once was a researcher at 
the Beltsville Agricultural Farm. The story goes that the man 
experimented on goats. One day he went insane and ran into 
the woods. He grew all his hair until it covered his body… 
other accounts say he lives in an old shack and beats upon 
parked cars with an axe. 

A version of the Goatman legend likely circulated in Bowie at the time, 
and Hosler probably came into the archive with that version in mind. 
This small change—one word and twenty-three miles—would cause 
major excitement in Bowie, lead to ostension by Bowie residents, 
encourage legend-tripping among Bowie teens, and associate Goatman 
with the town for the rest of the century. 

The first important event following Hosler’s story was an act of 
ostension from three Bowie residents. On the night of Wednesday, 
November 3, 1971, sixteen-year-old Old Bowie resident April 
Edwards, John Hayden, and Willie Gheen heard strange noises in their 
rural backyard that abutted Goatman’s purported woods. Hayden 
remembered seeing “an animal… six-foot, something like that, and 
hairy, like an animal… it was on two feet. I remember it made a high-
pitched sound, like a squeal” (Opsasnick 2007:72). The following 
morning, Edwards found her ten-month-old puppy Ginger missing. 
Armed with baseball bats, Hayden and Gheen set out to investigate. 
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Near the Penn Central railroad tracks, they found Ginger’s severed 
head. Several yards away, they found the rest of her. Less than two 
weeks after her first story, Karen Hosler would report again. This time 
the headline read “Residents Fear Goatman Lives: Dog Found 
Decapitated in Old Bowie” (1971b). Decades later, the Washington 
City Paper reveal that this was all a hoax, an act of ostension by 
Hayden and Gheen. (“The whole fuckin’ thing was, the dog got hit by a 
train,” John’s older brother Raymond Hayden told a reporter in 1998, 
weary of decades of inquiry [Daly 1998]). But in 1971, Hayden and 
Gheen implicated the Goatman and his known modus operandi. 

Regardless of the boy’s motives, the hoax would not come to light 
for many years. Hosler’s grisly report sent an electric wave of 
excitement through Bowie’s teenage population over the next year, 
documented by the numerous Goatman collections that would soon join 
Lizama’s at the Maryland Folklore Archives. The first was student Clay 
Schofield in 1972, who went searching for Goatman legends in Bowie 
just months after Hosler’s second report. A sign that the media 
artificially moved the Goatman legend into Bowie, Schofield found 
plenty of teenagers who had “heard” of the Goatman (passive tradition 
carrier), but none who could perform the legend (active tradition 
carrier) (von Sydow 1999:143-4). The one local who could tell the 
legend performed a rendition of the ubiquitous contemporary legend 
“The Boyfriend’s Death,”4 but inserted a “half-man, half-goat” 
antagonist (Schofield 1972). The Goatman and “The Boyfriend’s 
Death” continued to be a common conflation among legends tellers 
outside of Clinton, Maryland in the following decades. 

In her first article, Hosler had characterized the Goatman legend as 
“an old one that periodically dies down, then revives.” Although there 
is no reason to doubt Hosler’s claim—it seems she already knew the 
Goatman legend before seeing Lizama’s collection—the Goatman 
legend had not received anything beyond local attention prior to 1971. 
Maryland state folklorist George Carey was researching two books that 
included substantial sections on Maryland legends, Maryland Folklore 
and Folklife and Maryland Folk Legends and Folk Songs, immediately 
preceding these events (Carey 1970; 1971). Carey covers a wide range 
of Maryland legends, including Prince George’s County legends, but 
never mentions the Goatman. This is despite George Carey working at 
the University of Maryland at the time, located in Prince George’s 
County. Other early, prominent Maryland folklore collections, such as 
Madeleine Vinton Dahlgren’s South Mountain Magic: Tales of Old 
Maryland (1876) and Annie West Whitney and Caroline Canfield 
Bullock’s Folk-Lore from Maryland (1925), make no mention of the 
Goatman either. In comparison, the present-day status of the legend 
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compelled Weird Maryland to dedicate two separate sections to the 
Goatman and include an illustrated rendition of him on the title page 
(Lake 2006). The Goatman could have existed throughout Prince 
George’s County, but the seminal event for the Goatman legend in 
Prince George’s County was Hosler’s first two articles in the fall of 
1971. 

The Clinton, Maryland legend led to a county-wide newspaper 
article, and that article led to ostension in Bowie, Maryland. After an 
act of ostension triggered another newspaper article, teenage legend-
tripping ensued en masse. The original legend may have been lost in 
the shuffle, but a new, vague one formed in its place. A part-man, part-
goat lurked around Fletchertown Road, mutilating animals and maybe 
teenagers too. It was enough. One of these students remembers the era: 
“In our high school, we had a Goatman Squad, composed of lots of 
guys in our high school who were determined to catch him. They sent 
out literature telling people what he was like, what he liked to eat, and 
so forth” (Wilson 1990). Bowie resident and future Goatman researcher 
Mark Opsasnick reminisces that one had to “experience Goatman 
mania firsthand to fully comprehend the aura surrounding the creature 
and its stomping grounds” (Opsasnick 2007:69). 

While the newspaper articles were the catalyst to the legend-
tripping, they also became the subject of more newspaper articles. Two 
weeks after reporting Ginger’s decapitation, Hosler penned a third 
article, this time condemning the “Pranksters and Thrill-Seekers: The 
Real Monsters of Fletchertown Road” (1971c). Now paved in empty 
beer cans, Fletchertown Road was playing nightly host to cavorting 
teenagers drinking, hunting Goatman, and infuriating property owners. 
Hosler detailed one particularly egregious occurrence where teenagers 
abandoned two cars and a truck in the middle of Fletchertown Road, 
blocking local residents from returning to their homes, while the 
teenagers pursued a suspected Goatman sighting into the woods. 

Even if Karen Hosler was living to ostensibly regret the 
consequences of her articles, other reporters were eager to join the 
fervor. On the last day of November, Ivan G. Goldman penned an 
article for the Washington Post announcing “A Legendary Figure 
Haunts Remote Prince George’s Woods” (Goldman 1971). If the 
Prince George’s County News’ comparatively small circulation had 
been any sort of a detriment to the proliferation of Goatman’s 
existence, this article knocked down all barriers. Even if the tone of his 
article left plenty of room for skepticism, Goldman introduced 
Goatman to a broad region. 

The Goatman legend had followed a complex but decipherable 
route of diffusion. George Lizama collected Goatman legends from 
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Clinton, Maryland for his folklore class. Karen Hosler, seeking a 
macabre “human”-interest news story for the Halloween season, 
examined Lizama’s collection and reported the existence of Goatman, 
albeit in Bowie and conflated with her own preexisting knowledge of 
the legend. John Hayden and Willie Gheen read or heard Hosler’s 
October 27, 1971 report, both of a “half-man, half-goat” and that 
Goatman “once picked up a dog and carried it into the woods” and that 
“only half the dog was found.” Ginger’s decapitation provided 
supporting evidence for the Goatman legend, and the same journalist, 
Karen Hosler, covered that incident as well. The morbid excitement 
drove Bowie teens wild—so wild that the nearby Washington Post 
decided to pick up the story. Future Goatman legend tellers who claim 
they “saw it in the paper” speak the truth. 

The Goatman of Lottsford Road 
At the same time, seven miles south of Bowie, the Goatman legend 
appeared on Lottsford Road in Mitchellville, Maryland, completing the 
Goatman trinity of Tucker Road (Clinton, Maryland), Fletchertown 
Road (Bowie, Maryland), and Lottsford Road (Mitchellville, 
Maryland). Like Tucker Road and Fletchertown Road, Lottsford is a 
long, dark, narrow, rural road snaking through thick woods. The road 
was fertile ground for taking on the Goatman legend due to a rash of 
corpses—no less than four in the ten years previous, and fourteen more 
in the years to follow—dumped from bridges into streams (Meyer 
1984). The Washington Post, for example, reported “Lottsford Road: 
Local Legend Says It’s a Trail of Terror” not because of the Goatman, 
but because it has “a macabre reputation as a dumping ground for 
bodies” (Meyer 1984). Local resident Shirley Hutchinson complained 
that “finding dead bodies in the road and all” put a damper on the 
whole neighborhood (Meyer 1984). 

Every violent city has its notorious dumping ground. Baltimore has 
Leakin Park, where a legend tells of an instructor lecturing police 
recruits practicing evidence retrieval that they are looking for a specific 
body, not just any body. New York has cement shoes and the East 
River. Las Vegas has shallow graves sprinkled throughout the 
surrounding desert. Washington, D.C. has Lottsford Road. Mount 
Rainier Police Chief Dennis Husk, who patrolled Lottsford Road when 
he was with the Prince George’s County Police Department, 
remembers “every time [we]’d turn around, [we] were finding either a 
prostitute from the District or a dope dealer from downtown.” Hosler’s 
newspaper reports, the Goatman legend, and the area’s violent 
reputation combined to make fertile terroir for a Goatman variant. 
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While Mitchellville teenagers “parked” and partied on Lottsford 

Road before this, Goatman and the rash of murders made the trips more 
exciting. The “Hatchet Man” legend, the local term for “The 
Boyfriend’s Death,” was, as in Bowie, an established legend. After 
Hosler’s sensational articles, in Mitchellville, the Goatman simply 
supplied the implicit antagonist. For example, seventeen-year-old 
Stephen L. White, after telling a typical variant of “The Boyfriend’s 
Death,” in which he never mentioned the Goatman, commented on the 
legend, “I personally have never come in contact with the Goatman. I 
don’t believe in the Goatman” (Hoffman 1974). Similarly, seventeen-
year-old Karen Snyder told “The Boyfriend’s Death” as well, 
concluding that the couple had parked “down by Goatman’s house” and 
therefore “her boyfriend was killed by the Goatman” (Hoffman 1974). 
As in Fletchertown Road, newspaper coverage increased the diffusion 
of the Goatman character while greatly diminishing the legend’s 
narrative content. The newspapers created a great number of passive 
bearers and only a few active bearers of the Goatman legend. 

Lurking in the Mainstream 
Although just a few short articles in a small newspaper, a decade later 
Hosler’s stories continue to exert influence over the Goatman legend. 
For example, in Bowie circa 1983, police officer Thomas Lawler told 
of Goatman beheading a German Shepherd who had dared to bark at 
him. The Goatman sent a message by leaving the head “upright in the 
middle of the owner’s backyard” (Lawler 1983). Twelve years later, the 
breed and the manner of death still correspond with the demise of April 
Edward’s Ginger, but Goatman’s presentation of the decapitated head 
embellished the legend, pushing Goatman beyond a typical violent 
beast toward something more intentional, more malevolent, and more 
sinister. By 1986, the Goatman legend began to leave active oral 
circulation. For example, in 1986, Ian McKeller attempted to collect 
Goatman legends, but could only find “The Boyfriend’s Death” with a 
nominal relationship to Goatman. One of his informants even prefaced 
by saying he could not remember if they blamed this one on Goatman 
or not (McKeller 1986). Almost annual in the 1970s, and frequent in 
the 1980s, Goatman legend collection ended abruptly in 1990. The oral 
tradition, active and important but anemic in content since Hosler’s 
second story, ceased in the 1990s. But Maryland’s love affair with the 
Goatman was only beginning. While he began in folk culture, spurred 
on by newspapers, the Goatman would prove himself equally 
comfortable in popular culture. 

As his life in oral tradition ended, Goatman leapt into print, film, 
television, and the Internet. Mark Opsasnick published the first 
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investigation of Goatman in a 1994 issue of Strange Magazine. In 
1997, Goatman made his television debut in The Discovery Channel’s 
Animal X (Ambrose 1997). The X-Files comic book series starred 
Goatman (and two Goatwomen) as the tragic hero in “The Face of 
Extinction” (Rozum, Saviuk, and Magyar 1998). Searching for Satan 
on the British LIVINGtv network featured the Goatman in 2007, with 
the twist that the Goatman may, in fact, be an incarnation of the devil. 
Goatman is the overriding theme of Goatman Hollow, an interactive 
haunted house in Maryland. 

Goatman also inspired several independent films. Jimmy Tupper vs. 
The Goatman of Bowie (Bowser 2010), part coming-of-age comedy and 
part The Blair Witch Project, premiered at the AFI Silver Theater and 
Cultural Center in Silver Spring, Maryland in 2010. The Blair Witch 
Project (a pseudodocumentary set in Burkittsville, Maryland about a 
“Maryland legend” with no actual basis in oral tradition [Myrick and 
Sanchez 1999]) also inspired the 2012 Return of the Goatman (Parks 
2012). Perhaps the pinnacle of Goatman’s popular success came from 
his prominent placement in Matt Lake’s Weird Maryland (2006). 
Ignored by earlier folklorists, Goatman is now literally front and center, 
throwing livestock off of a bridge on the book’s title page. Through the 
combined powers of a folklore archive, the local media, ostension, and 
legend-tripping, a little known local legend had spread across the state 
and become permanently entrench in Maryland popular culture. 

Conclusion 
Little known in 1970, by late 1971, the legend of the Goatman had 
spread across Maryland. The success cannot be attributed to legend 
tellers or newspapers alone, but to a dynamic synergy between the two. 
Notably, the Maryland Folklore Archives played a role in the legend’s 
proliferation. Amateur folklorists, in this case, not only captured the 
legend for future preservation, but also provided an opportunity for the 
legend to grow. Legend scholars should continue to evaluate and 
acknowledge their role not just as researchers but as instigators of 
contemporary legends. 

While Goatman has gained stardom, folklorists may hesitate to 
validate the Goatman of the twenty-first century as legend. Rather, he is 
the offspring of a legend, of another Goatman who lived in oral 
tradition in 1971, before spreading through the assistance of newspaper 
coverage. 

But to understand the diffusion of the Goatman legend, it is not 
enough to rely on the steady stream of newspaper articles sprinkled 
though local and regional papers. These only tell half of the Goatman 
story. While the era has passed and memories have faded, a 
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combination of newspaper reports and folklore archives provide the 
most complete window into the era, revealing the interplay of the 
journalists on the one hand and the oral tradition, the ostension, and the 
legend intertwined with everyday life on the other. The Goatman rises 
from the Washington, D.C. hinterlands to reach statewide notoriety 
through dedicated media coverage and earnest public involvement. 
Together, the two made Goatman Maryland’s unofficial state creature. 

Notes 
1 A version of this paper was presented at the International Society for Contemporary 

Legend Research’s 29th annual meeting in May 2011. A shorter version meant for the 
general public forms one chapter in the book Maryland Legends: Folklore from the Old 
Line State. I want to thank Simon J. Bronner and Trevor J. Blank for comments on early 
drafts of this paper; Elizabeth Tucker, Diane E. Goldstein, Yvonne Milspaw, and Gail de 
Vos for helpful comments at the conference; Ian Brodie for assistance during the peer 
review process; and two anonymous peer reviewers for pushing me to craft a better essay. 

2 There are several Goatmans across the country, but these are not cognates to 
Maryland’s Goatman. Some are cryptids, but the best known is an itinerant preacher who 
traveled the Upland South evangelizing, his cart pulled by goats. 

3 The axe is probably due to conflation with another local legend known as the 
Bunnyman. More often associated with Virginia, the Bunnyman is also known in 
Maryland and Washington, D.C. 

4 In the traditional “Boyfriend’s Death” legend, a couple is on the way to a party 
when their car breaks down. They are on a dark, secluded road, a couple miles from the 
nearest service station. The boy tells his girlfriend that he will go for help. He insists that 
while he is gone she should stay in the backseat with a blanket over her. They establish a 
code. When the boyfriend returns, he will knock three times. Otherwise, the girl should 
remain hidden. Soon after her boyfriend leaves, the girl hears a scratching on the roof of 
her car. Frightened, the girl stays hidden. She soon falls asleep, only to awaken to the 
sound of knocking. Thinking it is her boyfriend, she springs up only to find a police 
officer. He tells her to step out and walk directly to his car, explicitly commanding her to 
only look straight ahead after exiting the vehicle. Unable to resist, she turns around to see 
what the police are hiding from her. Hanging from a tree at the side of the road, her dead 
boyfriend swings in the wind, the tips of his feet scratching the roof of the car. See 
Brunvand (1981:5-10) for a more thorough overview of the “Boyfriend’s Death.” 

Folklore Archives Files Consulted 
The following is the collection of Goatman files in the Maryland 
Folklore Archives. The Maryland Folklore Archives is in the Maryland 
Room at the Hornbake Library, of the University of Maryland, along 
with the rest of the University of Maryland Special Collections. To 
review any of the following files, scholars must write in advance, 
requesting files by name and location. 
 
Caherty, Frank. 1977. “Goat-men, Hermits, & Murderous Woodsmen: 

Strange Tales and Curious Happenings.”  
Duley, Rose Ann. 1975. “Goatman Tales.”  
Hoffman, Carolyn. 1974. “Local Legends of Lottsford Road Area.” 
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