Tuckerton's "Race of Giant Men" - An Historical Mystery
by Steve Dodson

I moved to Tuckerton in 1977, and shortly after
visiting all the saloons, | visited the library. There |
picked up a book called "Tides of Time." Written in
1940, it was a history of Ocean County. There was a
curious segment in the Tuckerton chapter, which gave
an account of a tribe of seven foot tall Indians. This
fantastic story was given some credence by the
storyteller, a man (whom | was told) was much
respected, the Rev. Theophilus P. Price, a historian as
well as a preacher. He told of several skeletons being
unearthed in the late 1800's on the plow of twin brother
farmers, Art and Alf Jillson (I worked with a butcher in
the local Acme named Art Jillson; coincidentally he had
a twin brother named Alf. The original twins were the
great uncle and grandfather of the moderns).

As this story came down through the Rev.
Price, these Indians were not believed to be Leni
Lenape. Rather, it was believed they were murdered by
the Leni Lenape, as the bashed skulls of the dozen
skeletons were testament to a massacre. But the most
interesting thing about these skeletons were their size;
they are described in the Price account as "a giant-like
race," seven feet tall.

The original Jillson brothers were amateur
archaeologists, and after the skeletons turned up, there
was considerable digging on their farm and the
adjoining meadow. A field worker journeyed from the
Smithsonian to help piece together the evidence: the
skeletons, the accompanying artifacts, and the
Gargantuan shell mound on the meadow. | found the
"Tides of Time" account intriguing, if somewhat
sketchy. | remember my interest being backed up by
skepticism, an | don't think so reaction to this tale of
giants. I'd been interested in Indians since | was a kid,
and my remembrance was that though some of the
Indians of the lroquois Nation might be described as
statuesque, overall, as a race, Native Americans
tended toward the stocky.

| was interested enough to talk it over with my
co-workers, two of who were Jillsons. Davey and Artie
Jillson had heard about the seven foot Indians all their
lives, but no documents or artifacts from the original Art
and Alf had survived. Davey did have a board of
arrowheads, and Artie some taxidermy (the original
twins were both accomplished taxidermists - and
though there were stuffed eagles and ducks and birds,
Artie assured me there were no stuffed aborigines).

More than just Jillson descendants were drawn
into the mystery of the 7 foot Indians. The Acme
manager, Big Mac, hatched his own pet theory:
Vikings. That could explain some of the height, though
not the arrowheads made from indigenous stone.
Nevertheless, (until he had a bad inventory and was
transferred to Camden) he remained a passionate
booster for a lost Norse colony. The assistant manager
likewise became engaged. He claimed he was a
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The Jillson Twins unearthed the bones of seven foot tall Indians.

lifetime member of the Smithsonian (I suppose that
meant he had a lifetime subscription to their magazine).
He told me he would write them a letter of inquiry. He
told me he did write such a letter. He told me, every
time | asked, that there had not been a reply.

* * *

Sixteen years passed. Art Jillson retired as a
meat cutter and took up house painting. Davey Jillson
was promoted to dairy manager. The assistant
manager was divorced and transferred. | remained a
passive history buff and kept the giant Indians in the
back of my mind. For reasons unknown to me, in 1993,
the idea, the mystery, gained heat and | resolved to find
out if those seven foot Indians had ever truly existed.

| looked in the phone book and called the
oldest Jillson relatives | could find.

"What do you want to know about us for?"
Marge Peterson of Parkertown asked. When | assured
her | didn't want to know about Jillsons so much as |
wanted to know about Indians, she tried to be helpful.
But as Marge herself finally expressed it, "If 1 knew
anything, | forgot it."

Some of the Jillson descendants were
convinced the story was true, others shrugged, "Who
knows." One thing that needed taking into account: the
present day Jillson boys, Art, Alf, Alvy, Alan and Davey,
all have a mischievous sense of humor. It occurred to
me their ancestor twins may have concocted this story
during a long winter - or an inspired drinking spree -
and passed off a hoax as reality. But the one Jillson
sister, Claire Smith, remembered hearing as a child
how the "boys,” as they were called, had the
assembled skeletons hanging in the barn.

As helpful as the Jillson clan tried to be, the
only information | had locally was cobwebbed hearsay.
| began to think that as a historian | was going to have
to work from the outside in. That is to say, any
information in Tuckerton was long gone, or so deeply



buried it would only be found by accident. | began to
think of the Smithsonian connection, the only external
clue existing in our local account. Coincidentally, at this
time | saw an article in the Philadelphia Inquirer dealing
with the Smithsonian. The article related how it is the
largest museum complex in the world, with sixteen
museums, including the National Museum of the
American Indian in New York City.

| called New York City and talked to Curator
Mary Jane Lenz. | told her about my search for the truth
about Tuckerton's tribe of giant Indians; indeed, it was
a search for the Indians themselves, if their remains
could be found. Ms. Lenz told me she wouldn't be of
much help because prior to 1990 the National Museum
of the American Indian was called the Heye Foundation
and had no connection to the Smithsonian. Still, this
was her area of expertise; | asked her what she
thought of the possibility of an ancient race of seven
footers.

"It sounds," she said, "incredibly unlikely."

| wondered out loud how, excluding that the
Jillsons could be jokesters or hoaxers, they could come
up with such a finding.

Ms. Lenz said that as the twins were amateur
scientists, they may have misinterpreted the burial
ground or the bones themselves. | remembered the
story of the skeletons hanging in the barn and thought
how the twins may have too loosely joined the bones
with baling wire - and then took a measurement.
Conceivably, a tight skeleton, confined to its fleshy
encasement, may have put the actual breathing Indian
at about 5 foot, ten.

| called the Smithsonian in Washington D.C.
and was referred to a Dr. David Hunt, the head of
anthropology and skeletal remains. | was determined to
talk Dr. Hunt into letting me study their records. | was
even prepared to forcibly inject the Freedom of
Information Act into my argument, though | was not at
all sure it applied.

| found out, and it was reaffirmed over the next
several months, that professors and museum people
alike are as helpful as they are able. Dr. Hunt, who
sounded like a young man, listened patiently. At one
point he had me read the entire account from "Tides of
Time." He only laughed once. Loudly. More from the
melodramatic style of the writing, | think, than the sheer
preposterousness of the tale. Dr. Hunt said that
conceivably there may have been a tribe of tall people,
perhaps one "really tall guy." Or perhaps (and here he
reiterated his NY colleague) the bones may have
shifted in their graves and with all cartilage and
ligaments disintegrated, there may have been an
erroneous measurement.

| asked him about the availability of field notes
of Smithsonian agents from the previous century. He
surprised me by saying he would look into it, and look
into any record of the Jillsons or the dig at their farm. |
told him | thought he'd be too busy for that. | had
expected to have to go to Washington myself. Dr. Hunt
assured me he was busy - he had no assistants - yet
doing this kind of research for people around the
country was part of his job. This was a Friday and he
said he'd get back to me on Monday.

He didn't. | waited until the following Friday and
called him back. Over the next several months, | called
him many times. It was a balancing act when to call: |
was mindful he was a busy professional, but also that |
was determined to get an answer to the mystery. Often
I'd get his answering machine. In a day or a week, I'd
get a return call.

Once, early on, he told me that just because a
Smithsonian worker had been present, that didn't mean
the artifacts and skeletons went to the Smithsonian. |
thought he was giving me the run around.

Another time he told me he had looked in the
registrar's files under Jillson and Jillson brothers and
found nothing. He said perhaps the donations were
made under the name of the Smithsonian field agent
himself.

Once he told me that in another record he
found an archeological site in Ocean, County,
Tuckerton, from May of '73 to August of '74. Excitedly, |
said that had to be it, the Jillson site! He said this one
was on Osborn Island and took place in the 1970's, not
1870's. This site was called the Tuckerton Il. The only
information he had was that a lot of skulls had been
sent to Rutgers. There was no listing for a Tuckerton I.

Dr. Hunt said he would check the
correspondence to and from South Jersey from that
time period. | waited a few weeks, then called.
Unbeknownst to me, Dr. Hunt was on an archeological



