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Born: January 26, 1920, Vienna, Austria

Died: April 26, 2009, New York City, NY

1920: An Austrian-Born Ghost Hunter was in the making. Professor Dr. Hans Holzer, best known for his plethora of hundreds of cases worldwide dealing with the paranormal and the occult, deeming him The Father of the Paranormal. In 1935, at the age of fifteen, Hans became an avid collector of antiques and coins and was an ardent bibliophile.

The 1928 book, Occultism in This Modern Age by Dr. T.K. Oesterreich, a professor at the University of Tubingen in Germany, began Hans’ interest in ghosts. His was an idle curiosity, mixed with a show-me kind of skepticism. He took a course in journalism and began selling articles to local papers. In 1949, he returned to Europe as an accredited foreign correspondent, with the intent to write articles on cultural activities, the theater, and human interest stories. He also began to compose music and write scores in New York, which later led the way to Off Broadway success in Manhattan.

One year later, Hans returned to Europe visiting many cities including London, and was invited backstage at The Hippodrome Theater where comedian Michael Bentine, was appearing. After Mr. Bentine offered Hans a home-grown tomato instead of a drink, the two hit off, as Hans was a vegan.

Through mutual friends back in Manhattan, he began work on a television series based on actual hauntings. He met regularly with others at the Edgar Cayce Foundation in New York. The purpose was to enter into a quest for truth in the vast realm of extrasensory perception.

From then on, he devoted more and more time to the field. One of the great mediums, Eileen Garret, president of the Parapsychology Foundation in New York, in 1946, worked with Hans and encouraged him to write about his work.

1963, his first book was born, titled, ‘Ghost Hunter’ and went into an unheard of eleven printings. 145 more books would follow. Hans stated that sometimes an “ordinary” person does manage to see or hear a ghost in an allegedly haunted location, be it a building or even an open space. Such a person could be sensitive or mediumistic, without knowing it and is less unusual then one might think. The Holzer Method was born before the 1950’s, where combining the work of those with sight and that of the academic and science stance to the field, would yield far better results in obtaining data to help us further understand what happens when we die.

Even though Hans was artistic and therefore sensitive person, he did not profess to mediumship and certainly would not be satisfied with the meager impressions he may have garnered himself, physically. He knew that a more advanced psychic talent would be needed for better results. So he took his “sensitive” with him, or what became affectionately known as his medium-in-tow, on cases to try and solve them for all those involved.

His career was a unique whirl wind of books, research, lectures, teaching, hundreds of national and regional talk show appearances, co-hosting/hosting programs such as Ghost Hunter on Boston’s Channel 2, NBC’s In Search Of with Leonard Nimoy (an Alan Landsburg production), Beyond The Five Senses in Louisville, KY, Explorations with Brownville Productions in Ohio. In radio, he had a continuous segment with New York City’s WOR station with famed radio personality Joe Franklin who still remains a family friend. Some books and case work yielded films such as Amityville II: The Possession, the adaptation from his best-selling novel Murder in Amityville, based on his work on the case in Amityville, Long Island and The Amityville Curse, which also became a film in 1989 that went to Sweden, the US in 1990 and then in 1991, was released in Japan.

Holzer became and still is considered a leading authority in the field of the paranormal, having earned his PhD from the London College of Applied Science. He spent over six decades traveling the world to obtain first-hand accounts of paranormal experiences, interviewing expert researchers, and developing para-psychological protocols and terminology such as ‘sensitive’ and ‘beings of light.’ He taught a class in parapsychology at the New York Institute of Technology for nearly a decade.

One of his favorite quotes comes from T.S. Elliot’s Confidential Clerk saying blandly, “I don’t believe in facts.” Hans did. “Facts,”, he said, “come to think of it—are the only things—I really do believe in.”
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You Don’t Have to Be Irish to Like Ireland

The first time I set foot on Irish soil was in 1950 when my New York-bound plane had to await better weather conditions at Shannon. It was evening, and the only Irishman I met on that occasion was TV emcee Ed Sullivan, returning home from one of his talent-buying expeditions.

But I became restless that summer night, and decided to take a walk all by myself down the road that leads to Limerick City. I did not see a leprechaun that moonlit August night, but I can’t be at all sure that any did not see me.

Leprechauns have a curious way of pulling strings, I am told, and if the Little People put it into their heads to have me come to Ireland, as surely as there is a heaven, they would find a way!

My next brush with things Irish was at Murray Bernstein’s house on West 16th Street, and if that doesn’t sound too Irish, dear reader, don’t be incredulous. For Mr. and Mrs. Bernstein had then just discovered what later became known as the Search for Bridey Murphy, and I was present when the first few tapes of their work were played for a handful of interested friends.

As the years went by, the big airplanes did not have to stop at Shannon any longer for refuelling purposes, which was a shame, since a lot of refuelling was also done by the passengers en route.

This worked a particular hardship oh the people selling Irish whiskey and other potions at the duty-free airport shop, and, even sadder to report, the slack was later taken up by the London airport shop, which is really adding insult to injury.

As my interest in the occult grew and my library kept pace with it, I acquired James Reynolds’ memorable two books on Irish ghosts, Ghosts in Irish Houses and More Ghosts in Irish Houses. Reynolds was as fine a water color artist as he was a poet and his illustrations are collector’s items today. I had always wondered how much of his narrative was fact and what part was fiction, if any, and I was to find the true relationship between the two some years later on a lonely mountain road in the backwoods of Southern Ireland.

To my amazement I discovered that very little tangible had been written about Irish ghosts, except for Reynolds’ books and the books of Sir Shane Leslie and Elliott O’Donnell, none of which exactly dealt with contemporary hauntings. But then I found out also that there wasn’t even a really comprehensive tourist guide to all Ireland, the way one exists for practically every other country. In a way I was glad, for surely I could do without the usual tourist crowds to cramp my ghost-hunting style.

I had planned on going to Ireland for many years, but somehow I got sidetracked to England and the Continent. Then finally, my agent, Mrs. Cole, determinedly said, Why don’t you write a book about Irish ghosts? Why didn’t I indeed? You don’t have to be Irish to like Irish ghosts.

Ireland was virgin territory to me as far as psychic experiences were concerned. I had received a handful of letters from people who had heard of my work, but I really needed help. I had learned the hard way that popular conceptions are often false. Everybody tells me—everybody, that is, who has not read my books, Ghosts I’ve Met and Ghost Hunter and Yankee Ghosts, and there are still some who haven’t—that England is full of ghosts and practically every manor house just crawls with them. It was my destiny to find things a lot different. The British home owner is frequently reluctant to talk about his ghosts, and there are more haunted houses in America than in Britain.

By the same token, I had been told that the Irish are just naturally prone to the supernatural, from leprechauns to ghosts, and I would have a field day the moment I set foot on the Ould Sod.

I did not want to take the chance of missing Ireland’s ghosts, so I wrote to the Irish Tourist Board, the Bord Failte Eireann, as they say in Dublin, and the door opened rapidly after that. Ireland is a small country and its people are not ashamed to do things in a smallish way if that seems the best way to them.

Gordon Clark wrote to me in longhand, enclosing a magazine which had published an account of a haunting that might interest me. Because of this piece, I travelled some hundred and twenty miles over back roads to visit a haunted castle on the Kerry Coast.

“It seems astonishing that Ireland should be without at least one ghost,” Mr. Clark wrote, “and if you decide to come, we will do whatever possible.”

To this friendly hand was added later the helping arm of Paddy Byrnes, of the Evening Herald in Dublin, who had been running a long series of articles on ghosts in his paper.

When I got to Dublin, Byrnes kindly showed me the manuscript of his planned cyclopedia of ghostlore, and I made notes on a few of them that seemed to me capable of verification. For here lies the trouble not only with Irish ghost stories but with ghost stories in general—you can find lots of them, but precious few that stand up to a rigorous reporter’s approach. If I can’t find a witness or two to corroborate the experiences, they do not warrant further investigation from my point of view. After all, I am a parapsychologist and not merely a collector of tall tales.

I also called on the Irish Tourist office in New York on the off-chance that they might have something useful to me in their files. From the very first, I met the stiffest opposition. Ghosts? We don’t have any. I mean, we don’t know of any.

When you go on a safari to Africa, you prepare yourself properly and carry the tools of your trade. All I could do to prepare myself was study the map of Ireland, go over Reynolds’ most likely sounding stories again, and pick the best prospects for a ghost hunt.

I had also appealed to the British psychic research people, on the theory that Ireland was, at the very least, a stepchild. The British College of Psychic Science, to which I also belong, had no knowledge of any research activities in Ireland, and the editor of the spiritualist newspaper in England was even more succinct in his appraisal of the situation: “Ireland is a priest-ridden country, and you won’t find any psychic researchers there.”

It is true, I did not find any students of the psychic in Ireland. Neither did I see any abundance of priests. So perhaps my editor friend was counting the dead ones, too. You never know with those spiritualists.

Having been warned of rainy seasons, of which Ireland allegedly has several, we decided to go in August, right after the Dublin horseshow, for surely no ghost hunter in his right mind would want to compete with the horseshow for the attention of the Irish.

It was suitably broiling in New York, and I was counting the days when we would descend upon the Emerald Isle. I had decided to work our way westward, and to start in the most remote part of Ireland first, then gradually travel towards the east and wind up in Dublintown. With spirits high, and clues low, we left for the airport, as New York sank slowly in its own steam behind us.

We arrived at Shannon airport on a bright and early morning, and the breakfast at the airport restaurant immediately drove home the fact we were on Irish soil. For the Irish oatmeal we then tasted for the first time has been a favorite of ours ever since. The service was remarkably fast and good and we were beginning to take that song about “a little bit of heaven” named Ireland seriously.

We had of course no intention of staying at the Shannon airport restaurant overnight. To the contrary, a very detailed plan of attack had been worked out by me to do as much ghost hunting in the limited time we had as possible. Originally, we had planned on staying at one of the hotels in the area, but Sybil Leek, our British psychic friend, had brought word that a lady decorator with whom she was friendly had just acquired a castle in the area and we would be most welcome to make our headquarters there.

Now if there is one thing I like making my headquarters in, it is a castle. In the first place, the appointments are likely to be luxurious, the servants plentiful and the atmosphere larded with romance and excitement. Quite possibly, one might find a castle ghost in the bargain as well, for you know how it was with those old nobles—they did an awful lot of killing and many a castle contains not only a few skeletons in the family closet but some meandering spectres as well. Thus it was with high hopes and visions of medieval splendor that we set out for Kilcolgan Castle.

We had rented a local taxi, having shrewdly bargained for a flat rate beforehand. It would take us about two hours to wind ourselves north from the river Shannon area into County Galway, where said castle stood right at the seashore on the approaches to Galway City.

The ride was reasonably smooth, as we flitted past Limerick and Ennis and followed the coastal road towards Galway. Suddenly, the driver turned into a side road, far less smooth than what we had been travelling on, and the car came to an abrupt halt in front of what looked to me like a small tourist lodge built in the style of a watchtower. To the left of it there was a small guest house ready to take on the tired traveller.

Since it was only noon, we had no need for such an abode and at first it occurred to me that our driver had made a mistake. There would have to be another, more imposing castle.

He shook his head; no, this was it. We crawled out of the car, leaving our luggage behind for the moment. The gate to the garden was open and there was not a soul around. Had we accidentally found a ghost castle? As we wandered through the downstairs rooms, which reminded me of a Georgian backwoods sharecropper’s hut, we began to wonder whether our hostess had not forgotten about our coming. Later it developed that she had merely forgotten the date. As we passed the unique bathroom and had a look at what must have been the most ancient part of the house, we realized at once that this was one castle where we could not possibly spend the night.

Sybil had told us of the view from this “castle,” and a view there was indeed, over the mudflats stretching from the road towards the bay in the distance. I thought what a wonderful home this would make for a New Jersey mosquito to breed in, but it was not for us, and we were glad that we did not have to tell our no doubt well-meaning hostess that there are castles, and then, well, there are houses sold to American tourists as castles, if that is what they want to be sold.

We left Sybil behind us to brave at least one night as a matter of courtesy to her decorator friend, and then drove off to Galway City in quest of a hotel. Little did we realize that this was the height of the season and that everything was full up. Galway City struck me as a typical holiday resort overrun by tourists, mainly the local kind or from England, and we could not find suitable rooms there for love or money. By now it was afternoon and the matter became pressing. After a brief council of war, it was decided to return to the “castle” and see if it could be put in shape for a night at least. As we rounded the curve and saw it lying there, we were at once warmly greeted by Sybil, who had somehow felt we would return and take her away from all this. Courtesy be damned, she felt, and where could one find decent facilities and a bath?

Our driver, who was the quiet, country type, had observed all this without making any suggestions. But now he spoke up.

“I know just the place for you,” he said and I wondered why he had not thought of it earlier. By now the fare was monumental. At a roadside telephone he called Dromoland Castle, and I rented two rooms there, sight unseen.

Perhaps this was a real castle. It was. It was magnificent and exactly what an American tourist of means would expect in an Irish castle. This was no coincidence. An enterprising American had bought the old O’Brien stronghold and fixed it up with modern appointments, as they say, including a U.S. flag on the roof and U.S. prices. But we were so glad to find elegance and proper service that we could not very well quarrel with this.

Everywhere we went in the large castle, which looked like a cross between Windsor Castle and Oxford University, there were life-sized pictures of members of the O’Brien family who had built the house originally in the 18th and 19th centuries. The O’Brien chieftains had been among those who had helped the survivors of the Spanish Armada come safely ashore in Western Ireland. Many Spaniards were not so welcomed, for 300 were hanged in one day alone in nearby Galway City by the English commander. But the O’Brien was still independent in 1588 and he helped those stricken sailors.

We spent three days at Dromoland, and enjoyed its beautiful, lush park to the utmost. There was a flower garden, too, built along cloister lines, and an overall peace and elegance that made this a really restful place. The waitresses, charming country girls all, wore red and white outfits, the O’Brien colors, and candles adorned each and every table in the dining room.

It was not surprising that this castle had a regal feeling about it, for the O’Briens of Western Ireland, who owned many houses here, were descended directly from Ireland’s famed Highking Brian Boru, who ruled across country at Tara in the early 11th century.

Because Ireland, especially the West country, is very moist, the vegetation here is almost too rich and one sometimes has the feeling of walking in a jungle of ferns and century-old trees. Walking down a long and dark lane, towards a white marble gazebo looming up in the distance, my wife Catherine and I found our feet sinking into the wet soil. There is an awful lot of bog—local term for swamp—in this part of Ireland, and stories of ghosts of men killed in the bog are numerous. It was a favorite form of killing one’s enemy—drive him into the bog, and the swamp will do the rest.

We were now in County Clare, only eight miles from Shannon airport, as we discovered when we paid our driver his fare. It had been an expensive tour just to view a non-castle and to wind up in a genuine castle we had never heard of before.

Soon I discovered that even so recent an addition to Ireland’s stately houses can have a family spectre.

Some years ago, novelist Annie Smithson was staying at the castle. She was not looking for ghosts; in fact, she could not have cared less had she met one.

It so happened that she did, however. Suddenly looking up, she found herself face to face with a woman who had come out of thin air. Before she could challenge the stranger, the woman vanished. A moment before, Miss Smithson had been quite alone in the room.

I asked Sybil Leek if she felt a presence at Dromoland. Either the lady ghost is too shy to spook for American tourists, or the changes in decor effected when Dromoland became a country club were too confusing for her. At any rate, Sybil felt nothing, and there haven’t been any reports of the ghost in recent years either.

We spent the next morning poring over maps, and then drove off with a local driver in search of haunted houses. Dromoland’s chef thoughtfully provided us with a basket lunch, in case we would find ourselves miles from nowhere when the call of the stomach came. The Irish like to eat, and even though ghosts don’t, ghost hunters should.


The Case of the I.R.A. Ghosts

It was a sunny, pleasantly comfortable day when the first expedition on Irish soil started out from the elegant confines of Dromoland Castle. Soon we left behind the international feeling of the main highway, and made our way towards the southern shore of the river Shannon which at this point is as wide as a lake.

We left behind us the bleak masonry of Limerick City, with its factories and wharves, and people going off to work. For it was a weekday and the non-tourist population of Ireland had other things to do than loaf around.

At Tarbert, we left the winding shore road and struck out inland, directly south for Listowel. We arrived in this sleepy old town around noon, just in time to have lunch at the local inn, its only hotel of some size, set back to the side of the old square still covered by cobblestones as in centuries gone by.

It was quite a sight we gave the townspeople, Catherine, elegant as ever, Sybil Leek in purple, and me, heavily burdened with tape recorders and cameras. It is to the eternal credit of the people of Listowel that no one ever asked us any questions, or perhaps this is part of the Irish spirit—to accept people as they are. At any rate, we had a pleasant meal and I went to the telephone to see what I could do about some local help.

Now the telephone is something of a rarity in Western Ireland. I mean one that works.

Our first encounter with this intrusion of the 20th century into Irish life came at Kilcolgan Castle, that non-castle we never got to sleep in. There was a phone there which I at first took for a toy. It was light and the cord seemed to lead nowhere, but little did I know that this was it—the phone. It actually works at times, except that several hours each day it is off. The trouble is, they never tell you when. Consequently it is best to have emergencies only after you’ve checked the phone.

Here in Listowel I also discovered that you needed certain coins to operate the telephone properly. So I went into the bar to get some change, for to carry a large supply of pennies around was not my idea of light travelling.

The traditional Irish friendliness was quite evident here, and more so in the bar. There were only two guests having a drink at the counter, one of them an Irish priest originally from San Francisco, who had decided to return to Listowel and really live. I had been given the name of a playwright named Eamon Keane who might be in a position to help me find Mr. Maloney’s haunted houses. I had heard about these haunted houses from Mr. Maloney himself in New York.

I was doing a radio program in New York in May of 1965 on which I suggested that any Irishman with an authentic experience involving ghosts should contact me.

One of those who rose to the occasion was Patrick Maloney of Queens Village, about an hour from my home. Mr. Maloney had lived in New York for forty-three years, but had originally come from Listowel, Ireland. Mr. Maloney is a man in his early sixties, full of good cheer and about as factual as any man in his position would be. For Mr. Maloney is the supervisor of hospital aides in one of the larger mental institutions near New York. His work demands a great deal of common sense, dealing, as he does, with those who have lost theirs. As if his relationship with things medical were not enough to give Mr. Maloney a sense of caution, he is also an accomplished amateur magician and a student of hypnosis. He knows all about the tricks of the mind and the tricks of clever prestidigitators. He has met such famous magic craftsmen as Dunninger and Harry Blackstone, and to this day attends weekly meetings of the magicians’ circle in New York, to keep up on the latest tricks and to sharpen his sense of illusion.

Now if there is one group of diehard skeptics, it is the magicians. To most magicians, all psychic manifestations must be fraudulent because they can make some of them. But the inability of most sleight-of-hand artists to accept the reality of extrasensory perception is based on a philosophical concept. To them, all is material, and if there are illusions they did not create, then their whole world is no longer secure.

To his eternal credit, Patrick Maloney is an exception to this breed. That this is so is due largely to his own psychic experiences. He is a Roman Catholic in good standing, married, and a grandfather many times over. One of his married daughters also has had psychic experiences, proving again that the talent does sometimes get handed down in a family, usually on the female side.

“I always keep an open mind; that’s the way we learn,” he commented in his note to me.

Born in Ireland in 1901, he went to National School and finished the 8th grade. Later he lived in England for a few years prior to settling in America. It was during his youth in Ireland that he became aware of his psychic gifts.

I met Patrick Maloney and we went over his experiences in great detail.

“It was the year 1908 when I had my first memorable experience,” he began, “and I was about seven years old at the time. We were living in the town of Listowel, County Kerry, in an old house on Convent Street. The house is still standing; it is built of limestone and has a slate roof.

“That day I was home, taking care of one of my younger brothers who was still a baby in a crib. My mother had gone down to the store, so while she was out, I went upstairs to look at some picture books which were kept on the first landing of the stairs. Upstairs there were two empty rooms, one facing the other, and they were not used by us.

“I was going over the picture books, when something made me look up.

“There, on the second landing, was a little man no more than five feet tall, beckoning me with his right hand to come to him!

“I can see him as clearly today as if it had just happened. He wore black clothes and his skin was dark, the color of copper, and on his head he had a skull cap with brass bells, and all the time he was laughing and motioning me to come up.”

“Weren’t you scared?” I interjected. What a strange sight this must have been in the sleepy little town of Listowel.

Mr. Maloney shook his head.

“Not at all,” he said. “Maybe I was too young to be afraid properly, but I knew as young as I was that this was a strange thing, so I put my books down and went back downstairs. I had seen the little man come from a totally empty room and walk into another equally empty room, and I knew there was something queer about all this. But I never told my mother about it until I was a grown man.”

“Did your mother offer any explanation?”

“No, she didn’t. She just listened quietly and never said a word. To this day I have no idea who the little man was.”

I wondered about it myself and made a mental note to have a look at the house on Convent Street, Listowel.

But the encounter with the Unknown that puzzled him most happened in 1918 when Patrick Maloney was 17 years of age. At that time there was a great deal of what the Irish euphemistically call “the trouble”—guerrilla warfare between the British occupation forces and the outlawed I.R.A., the Irish Republican Army. This group of citizen-soldiers contributed considerably to Irish independence later, and there is scarcely a spot in all Ireland where there isn’t a grave or two of these “freedom fighters.” Unfortunately, when the Irish Republic came into being and normal relations returned between the English and their erstwhile enemies, the I.R.A. decided to continue the struggle.
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