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INTRODUCTION – The Evidence of the Unquiet Dead

The idea of the vampire did not begin as fiction. It was born in graveyards, courtrooms, monasteries, and village squares, spoken aloud by people who genuinely believed the dead had returned to prey upon the living. Long before the vampire became romanticised or stylised in literature and film, it was feared as a real and present threat—an explanation for sudden death, wasting illness, unexplained blood loss, and communal tragedy.

What separates real-life vampire accounts from ordinary folklore is the paper trail they left behind. These were not whispered legends passed casually from mouth to mouth, but events recorded by priests in parish registers, by physicians in medical reports, by military officers in official correspondence, and by civil authorities attempting to control outbreaks of mass hysteria—or what they themselves often believed were genuine supernatural incidents. In many cases, the witnesses were educated men trained in medicine, theology, or law, who described what they saw without poetic flourish. Their language is often cold, clinical, and disturbingly precise.

Across Eastern Europe, the Balkans, Russia, parts of Germany, France, and even England, communities reported a similar pattern. A person would die, often under suspicious or sudden circumstances. Within days or weeks, family members or neighbours would fall ill. Victims frequently claimed to be visited at night by the deceased, describing a crushing weight on the chest, choking sensations, and an overwhelming sense of dread. Death followed quickly. When graves were opened, the bodies often appeared unnaturally preserved—bloated, flexible, flushed, with blood visible at the mouth or nose. To those present, these were not signs of natural decay but proof of continued life after death.

Modern science offers explanations for some of these phenomena: post-mortem bloating, the purging of fluids, delayed decomposition in cold soil, and diseases such as tuberculosis or porphyria. Yet these explanations were unknown—or only partially understood—by those who stood around freshly opened graves, staring at bodies that looked disturbingly alive. Even today, some cases resist easy dismissal, particularly when examined alongside consistent eyewitness testimony and the sheer number of independent reports spanning centuries.

Importantly, belief in vampires was not confined to the uneducated or superstitious. In the eighteenth century, vampire investigations were taken seriously by the Habsburg monarchy, with entire regions placed under scrutiny. Physicians were dispatched to examine corpses. Detailed autopsies were conducted. Findings were debated in academic circles across Europe. The vampire was not a creature of fantasy—it was a problem to be solved.

This book does not attempt to sensationalise these accounts, nor does it aim to prove definitively that vampires exist. Instead, it presents the cases as they were recorded, allowing the reader to step into the mindset of those who lived through them. It asks an uncomfortable question: if hundreds of witnesses across different countries, cultures, and time periods described the same phenomena, were they all mistaken—or were they observing something that defied explanation?

Within these pages are twenty chapters detailing real-life vampire accounts drawn from historical records, medical documents, court proceedings, and first-hand testimony. Some cases will feel eerily familiar, echoing modern descriptions of sleep paralysis or nocturnal visitations. Others are far more disturbing, involving mass graves, public executions of the dead, and official sanctioning of anti-vampire rituals.

Whether one views these events through the lens of psychology, pathology, folklore, or the paranormal, one truth remains undeniable: entire communities believed the dead were feeding on the living—and they acted on that belief with terrifying conviction.

The vampire, in its original form, was not seductive or immortal. It was bloated, foul-smelling, and terrifyingly human. And according to those who encountered it, it was very real.
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CHAPTER ONE – The Serbian Vampire Investigations: The Birth of Recorded Vampirism (1725–1732)
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The earliest and most authoritative accounts of real-life vampires emerge from the borderlands of eighteenth-century Serbia, a region then under Habsburg rule and marked by constant military tension, poverty, and disease. These conditions alone might explain heightened fear of death, yet what distinguishes the Serbian vampire cases is the level of official attention they received. These were not rumours left to circulate unchecked among peasants, but incidents investigated, documented, and transmitted through imperial channels to Vienna, where they were archived as matters of genuine concern.

In the autumn of 1725, the village of Kisilova became the focal point of an alarming sequence of deaths that defied ordinary explanation. Within a matter of days, nine villagers died following brief but severe illnesses. Witnesses reported that each victim described a nocturnal visitation by a man who had been dead for several weeks. This man, Petar Blagojević, was said to sit upon the chest of his victims, choking them until they weakened and died. The villagers insisted that these accounts were given lucidly, without confusion or delirium, and were repeated consistently by multiple dying individuals.

Blagojević himself had died roughly ten weeks earlier. His death had not been suspicious, but his reappearance in the testimonies of the dying prompted widespread panic. The villagers appealed to the local authorities, threatening to abandon the settlement entirely if the corpse was not examined. This threat carried weight, as depopulation of border villages posed a military risk to the empire. Permission was granted to exhume the body under official supervision.

When the grave was opened, the condition of the corpse shocked all present. According to the signed report, the body showed no evidence of decay. The skin was intact and healthy in appearance, the hair and beard had grown, and fresh blood was visible at the mouth. These observations were not made by laymen alone, but recorded by an imperial officer tasked with overseeing the examination. When a wooden stake was driven through the heart, witnesses described a groan emerging from the corpse and a large quantity of blood flowing from the wound and the mouth. The body was then burned, and the ashes scattered, in accordance with local belief and with official approval.

The written account of this event was sent directly to Vienna, where it was circulated among scholars and later published in European journals. This marked the first time that vampirism entered Western Europe not as legend, but as an officially reported phenomenon.

Only a few years later, a far more extensive investigation unfolded in the village of Medveđa. This case centred on a former soldier named Arnold Paole, who had claimed during his lifetime to have been attacked by a vampire while serving in Ottoman territory. Paole believed he had protected himself by consuming soil from the vampire’s grave and smearing himself with its blood, practices known in the region as preventative measures. Despite this, he died shortly after returning home, reportedly from injuries sustained in a fall.

Within weeks of Paole’s burial, villagers began to die after describing similar nocturnal attacks. As fear spread, the death toll increased, prompting Austrian authorities to send a medical commission to conduct a formal investigation. Unlike earlier cases, this inquiry involved trained military surgeons who documented their observations in detail. Their report, later titled Visum et Repertum, remains one of the most important primary sources in vampire history.

The surgeons exhumed multiple bodies suspected of vampirism. Again and again, they described corpses that appeared unnaturally preserved, with flexible limbs and internal organs that seemed intact rather than decomposed. Blood was frequently noted at the mouth and nose. The medical examiners expressed clear surprise at what they observed, noting that the condition of the bodies did not align with the expected stages of decay. While some attempted to rationalise these findings, none dismissed them outright.

Following local custom and under official sanction, the suspected vampires were destroyed through staking, decapitation, and burning. After these measures were taken, the deaths in Medveđa ceased. This outcome only reinforced belief among the villagers and authorities alike that the correct action had been taken.

The Serbian vampire investigations established a pattern that would repeat across Europe: sudden death, testimonies of nocturnal assault, preserved corpses, and ritualised destruction. These cases were not isolated, nor were they treated lightly. They formed the foundation upon which all later vampire accounts would be compared, debated, and, in some cases, replicated.

What makes these events so unsettling is not merely the belief of the villagers, but the willingness of the state and medical professionals to treat vampirism as a legitimate phenomenon. In doing so, they preserved for history a record of fear that cannot easily be dismissed. Whether these cases represent misunderstood natural processes, psychological contagion, or something far stranger, they remain the first true evidence that the vampire was once considered a real and present danger.
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CHAPTER TWO – The Vampires of Moravia and Bohemia: Medicine, Fear, and the Limits of Reason
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The spread of vampire reports beyond Serbia and into Moravia and Bohemia marked a turning point in the history of real-life vampirism. These regions were culturally distinct from the Balkan frontier and far more integrated into the intellectual currents of Central Europe. Universities, monasteries, and medical schools shaped local authority, and superstition was increasingly viewed with suspicion. Yet it was precisely in these lands—where rationalism was beginning to flourish—that reports of the undead gained renewed force, forcing physicians and clergy alike to confront phenomena they could neither fully explain nor easily dismiss.

In Moravia during the early 1730s, several rural communities reported a disturbing pattern of death that followed the burial of particular individuals. Parish records describe sudden illnesses striking families without warning, often within weeks of a funeral. The afflicted complained of exhaustion, crushing sensations in the chest, and an overwhelming sense of dread that worsened at night. Some explicitly claimed that deceased relatives appeared to them in their homes, standing silently or sitting upon their bodies as they slept. These testimonies were recorded by priests trained to recognise delirium, yet the consistency of the accounts troubled them deeply.

One particularly well-documented Moravian case involved a shepherd whose death appeared unremarkable at first. Within a month of his burial, several members of his household fell ill and died, followed by neighbours who had attended his funeral. When questioned, the dying described seeing the shepherd enter their rooms at night, pale but solid, saying nothing as their strength drained away. Fear spread rapidly, and villagers demanded that authorities intervene before the settlement collapsed entirely through flight or death.

Reluctantly, a local magistrate authorised an exhumation and requested the presence of a physician to ensure proper conduct. The doctor’s report, later circulated among medical colleagues, described a body that did not conform to expected post-mortem changes. The corpse was bloated rather than shrunken, the limbs remained flexible, and the skin appeared flushed rather than grey. Most disturbing was the presence of dark fluid around the mouth, which villagers immediately identified as blood. The physician attempted to explain this as a natural effect of internal pressure, yet he conceded that the preservation was unusual given the time elapsed since burial.

In neighbouring Bohemia, similar reports began to surface, suggesting that the phenomenon was not confined to a single village or social group. Church authorities there were inundated with confessions from parishioners convinced they were being targeted by the dead. Unlike folk legends, these confessions often included precise details: the hour of visitation, the appearance of the revenant, and the physical sensations experienced during the encounter. Several victims described paralysis, an inability to cry out, and a crushing weight on the chest—symptoms that would not be medically named for centuries.

One Bohemian case that drew particular attention involved a woman accused posthumously of vampirism after the deaths of multiple family members. When her grave was opened, witnesses included a priest, a physician, and civil officials. The physician’s notes describe a corpse that appeared “unnaturally whole,” with blood visible in the mouth and nostrils. When a stake was driven into the heart, observers reported a sudden release of blood accompanied by a sound likened to a sigh or groan. These details were recorded soberly, without theatrical language, yet their implications were deeply unsettling.

The involvement of medical professionals did little to calm public fear. In fact, their presence often intensified it. When trained physicians acknowledged that a body’s condition was unusual—even if they proposed natural explanations—villagers interpreted this as confirmation that something was wrong. The gap between scientific reasoning and lived experience became impossible to bridge. To the communities involved, the end of deaths following the destruction of the suspected vampire mattered far more than theoretical debate.

Scholars across Central Europe began corresponding about these cases, attempting to categorise and rationalise them. Some argued that delayed decomposition was caused by soil conditions or seasonal cold. Others suggested that contagious disease, spreading through families, created the illusion of supernatural attack. Yet none could explain why deaths so often ceased after the ritual destruction of a single corpse. This correlation haunted even the most sceptical observers.
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