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Introduction


‘Leave the door open for the unknown, the door into the dark. That’s where the most important things came from, where you yourself came from, and where you will go.’


Rebecca Solnit – A Field Guide to Getting Lost


It’s the evening of 4 December 1944, and at roughly 30,000ft above the border of Holland and Germany, twelve RAF Mosquito aircraft are leading a raid on the industrial harbour town of Karlsruhe. A short distance behind them, somewhere in the clouds below, are over 500 RAF bombers heading in the same direction. The Mosquitos form part of a unit known as the Pathfinders, whose job it is to fly at the head of a raid in order to mark the targets for a more effective run.


They do this by dropping a variety of multi-coloured flares: small pockets of light that float down on to the target below. One can only imagine the sight from the ground, watching as these soft-falling, colourful fireworks materialise out of the dark as if from nowhere, a weirdly beautiful precursor to the horror that would shortly follow.


On this night, inside the cockpit of Mosquito O Oboe, Captain Johnny Liddel holds the plane steady as he stares straight ahead into the night sky, while his navigator Albert Smith diligently plots a steady line towards their target under the dim green glow of the instrument panel.


For many of us it is impossible to imagine the heightened sense of fear and anxiety that Johnny and Albert would have felt as they drew nearer to their target destination; a familiar feeling for them both, especially Albert who was undertaking his ninetieth mission of the war. But even for a crew as battle-hardened as they were, one suspects it is something they never got used to.


‘Alter course to one-six-four degrees,’ Albert says through his oxygen mask.


‘OK,’ comes back the nasal reply.


Suddenly, there is a jolt.


Albert turns sharply to the left. Looking out of the window he sees something in the darkness, something that shouldn’t be there: the black underbelly of another Mosquito aircraft. He can only watch in horror as the other plane ploughs right through their tail. There is a strange moment of calm as the drone of the engines continues and the plane seems to hold, but then comes a sickening, shuddering lurch as the aircraft starts to turn in on itself.


And now they are plummeting helplessly towards the ground.


Albert screams as he is thrown forwards, wrenched into the air and thumped to the floor of the plane. He grabs for the struts at the base of Johnny’s seat as his legs twist above him and urine flows uncontrollably. Struggling to lift his head against the force of gravity, Albert can just make out Johnny wrestling with the joystick. But without the tail of the plane it is utterly futile, and the aircraft starts to spin violently out of control.


Johnny reaches up for the handle of the escape hatch and pulls down hard. In an instant, the warmth of the cockpit is replaced by the rushing of bitterly cold air. With the parachute already on his back, Johnny grabs hold of the joystick and unlocks his seatbelt. Immediately he is sucked towards the opening above. As he struggles to keep himself inside the plane, he tries desperately to reach out to Albert. For a moment he seems to hang in the air like a balloon being held by a child, just before they let it go. And then he is gone, into the darkness beyond.


Albert, now alone, with his legs still twisting above him, spots his parachute at the back of the cockpit strapped to the side. But any attempt to reach it and he’ll be sucked straight out of the plane. In that moment, in the chaotic vortex of the spinning aircraft, Albert realises he is going to die. As the plane continues to fall, he pulls his head hard against the floor and closes his eyes. It will be quicker this way he thinks, and the thought of being sucked out into the darkness beyond terrifies him even more.


Then something flickers across his eyelids. He opens them to find a soft orange glow all around the cockpit.


The engine is now on fire.


Please God, let it come before I burn, he begs. But then, as suddenly as it had begun, his legs fall to the floor. It takes him a second to understand, but as Albert lifts his head he realises the plane is no longer spinning. What’s more, he’s been thrown right next to his parachute. In seconds he rips the chute from the side and, despite his trembling fingers, clips it to his harness before somehow managing to stand.


Above he sees only the darkness, the stuff of nightmares just a moment before, but now his only hope. He reaches for it but something pulls him back into the plane. This can’t be happening. Then he realises: it’s his helmet; it’s still connected to the intercom cable. He rips it off and hauls himself up, pushing his head above the cockpit. But as the freezing wind lashes at his face, and he tries to kick off, his feet refuse to leave the floor. Finally, with one last desperate push, he is thrust into the air. And now he is falling, falling alone in the pitch-black sky.


On the ground, Pilot Johnny Liddell, after successfully bailing out of the aircraft, watches as the burning plane hits the deck. There is no sign of his navigator Albert in the sky above.


 


Two days later, at the home of Albert’s parents, Albert Snr and Alice Smith, there is a dreaded knock at the door. It’s the postman, bearing news that no parent wants to hear. As Albert Snr reads the telegram out loud, Alice struggles to contain herself. Although it isn’t definitive, such telegrams rarely turn out well. The couple try to maintain hope, but it’s hard to escape the creeping sense that their son will never be coming home. So it’s with some surprise that they receive another telegram only a few days later. But this time it isn’t from the war office: it’s from their son. He is alive and recuperating well in hospital. A few weeks later he is finally returned home.


 


Although by no means unique for a time of war, it is nonetheless an incredible story and one I know particularly well because Albert was in fact my granddad. As you can imagine, it is a story that has been shared many times among the family. My granddad even went so far as to record his account of the incident in a book.1


I say it is a story I know well. In fact, it was only very recently that I discovered a piece of it is missing; missing from the book and missing from every account of this story I have heard since I was a child. A couple of years ago, when my dad was telling it again, he added something new. Shortly before the plane stopped spinning, for a brief moment, Albert saw a vision of an old woman he didn’t recognise in the cockpit with him. When I asked why I’d never heard that part before, my dad explained that Albert had dismissed it as just a figment of his imagination. In the retelling of the story, this peculiar moment had gradually been erased because to include it meant opening the door to unwanted superstition. To be fair, this is my thinking too. It certainly adds a little more colour – not that the story needs any embellishment – but as my granddad had, I dismissed the vision of the elderly woman as nothing but a trick of the mind.


Then I found out something else. When Albert’s mother received the news that her son was likely to have been killed in action, she was devastated. However, being Catholic, she retained the hope that he might now be in a better place. Seeking comfort, she paid a visit to a local medium. Perhaps she went with the genuine intention of trying to contact Albert from beyond the grave, or perhaps it was just her way of saying goodbye to her son.


When Alice entered the room, the medium knew immediately why she was there. Of course, it wouldn’t take much to work out why a distraught middle-aged woman during the height of the Second World War would be paying a visit to a medium, and ordinarily you might expect the medium to commiserate the grief-stricken Alice and offer herself as a conduit to contact her recently deceased son. Only she didn’t. Instead what she said was, ‘You needn’t worry, your son is not dead and he is being looked after by an elderly relative . . .’


 


Although the story about my granddad is relatively benign, for many, tales of strange and unexplained events of the supposed paranormal or supernatural will always hold a unique and often dark fascination. Not only do we enjoy revelling in the mystery, but we are fascinated by the questions that such stories consistently throw up – questions about our nature and the nature of the universe, perhaps even universes, around us. Writing this book, I began to think about when it was that my own fascination with such stories had begun. Much to my regret, I wasn’t a voracious reader growing up. Maybe it was laziness or lack of imagination, but for me, the TV was my window of escape. Books seemed unwelcoming and aloof, quietly arranged in endless rows with their backs turned to me. They felt somehow inaccessible, requiring a guide or interpreter, some frame of reference to send me on my way (or the bravery to just take the plunge). And music in some ways felt much the same. I would eventually find my way to both, but with TV there was no such reticence. It didn’t require me to awaken its words, or instinctively know where to look; it was already alive, waiting for me.


Everyone knew that, by day, TV was a succubus, a terminal parasite of regimented programming and strange, unnaturally enthused behaviour. Today daytime TV is characterised by the loud, brash brightness of a world that feels all too hyper-real. Growing up in the 80s and early 90s it was a vat of extreme normality by comparison; pastel in palate and populated with ‘normal’ people, rendered strangely artificial and Stepfordian in their ordinariness by the cameras; unutterably creepy to think about now, but to a child, just plain boring. There was magic to be found, of course: Saturday mornings with Cyril Sneer or the never-ending saga of Dungeons & Dragons (did I really see the one where they actually made it back home?). After school was Skips crisps, Grange Hill, Round the Twist and Knightmare. And, of course, Neighbours, always Neighbours.


But come night time, to this child at least, TV was a wholly different animal. It was a wild untamed thing, a place of unimagined topographies and netherworlds, a dangerous place. Being the spoilt child that I was, at some point I had convinced my parents to put a TV in my room, no doubt under a strict agreement of rationed hours that I had no intention of adhering to. And so it was that night, while the rest of the house was sound asleep, I switched it on. What greeted me was a strange and alien world, a world of unrestrained pop-culture, foreign voices, and if I was really lucky, Moviedrome. Presented by the riveting Alex Cox and later Mark Cousins, the weekly BBC2 series showcased an extraordinary programme of obscure cult films that offered up a world more real than anything I had known before. Moviedrome changed everything.


From that moment on, I would often lie awake in the dark as shapes and sounds emerged from behind the glass and crept into my room, things I couldn’t possibly understand but that seemed oddly familiar at the same time. This wasn’t the nightmare vision of Cronenberg’s Videodrome or the Infinite Jest of Foster Wallace, however; I wasn’t one of George Romero’s zombies, slavishly hooked to the screen. I was the active participant. It was as if something deep inside had been roused from slumber, something primal and ancient, an Old One. And soon patterns would emerge, for it was in this fertile place between sleep and the screen, as I watched my dreams play out (or was it those images I would later dream?) that an appetite for the dark, the weird and eerie began to grow. Or, rather, awaken.


Moviedrome was the first gateway to the viscera of Horror and Science Fiction that I fell in love with. Films like Assault on Precinct 13, Solaris, Manhunter, The Fly and Society were mind-blowing. These strange worlds would also be found elsewhere but somehow I uncovered them all: Blade Runner, Suspiria, Blue Velvet, Hellraiser, They Live, La Planete Sauvage, Don’t Look Now . . . There would be many others but it was the ones with the dark, surreal qualities that left the deepest impression. And amongst them all, one, first broadcast in the UK at 9 p.m. on 23 October 1990, permeated the deepest. A peculiar offbeat soap opera soon to become the cultural phenomenon Twin Peaks. Age and experience would inevitably broaden my interests; bring a taste for nuance and subtlety. And yet so much of what fascinates me now is rooted in these first films and TV shows, and of course in time I would discover they had deep, timeless roots of their own.


As the cultural theorist Mark Fisher explains, the allure of the strange and the eerie has ‘to do with the fascination for the outside, for that which lies beyond standard perception, cognition and experience’.2 This, of course, can refer to the mundane as well as the fantastical but it is perhaps no more explicit than in our fascination with the potential for the supernatural and paranormal or the familiar otherness of dystopian science fiction. Simply, these films that I was watching – aside from being the most brilliant stories – were grappling with some of the biggest questions.


On the metaphysical and spiritual, for want of a better word, sides, my interest in these ideas begins with my fear of death and the existential crisis of cosmic insignificance. What draws me in is the tiny sliver of hope that somewhere in it all there will be something to convince me I need not fear the great infinite abyss. But conversely, since anything a bit more complicated was beyond me as a child, often the intrigue wasn’t so much metaphysical or spiritual, but rather the horrors of cold, material reality, whatever reality was supposed to be.


As an atheist and rationalist, I’ve always been fascinated by the human imagination, the power of the subconscious and the nature of reality. Which is to say, the very basic, tangible fact that the world we see through the confines of our limited senses and our subjective social constructions and prejudices is in many ways not ‘real’, merely our own unique interpretation of it. It is this idea, explored through stories of the mysterious and the unexplained, that I find most invigorating.


Human concerns over the discrepancies between the worlds we experience and the world-as-it-truly-is are not novel by any stretch. We only have to look at the work of Parmenides or Plato’s better-known cave allegory to reveal an ancient fascination with this ontological conundrum. But in recent times we have witnessed an explosion of science and pop-science books exploring these ideas, from physicist Carlo Rovelli’s Reality is Not What It Seems and cosmologist Max Tegmark’s Our Mathematical Universe: My Quest for the Ultimate Nature of Reality to the phenomenal success of books exploring counterintuitive thought, such as Malcolm Gladwell’s Blink or Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner’s Freako-nomics: all reveal to us hidden worlds beyond what we think we know.


You might say we are, for better or worse, the children of Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle and post-modernist theory, uncovering a world where reality seems an ever-changing, many-splintered thing, a place where nothing is certain, not even immutable laws of physics. It is the arrogant preserve of every generation to think, as Max Tegmark puts it, ‘that everything we know about is everything that exists’.3 Yet, time and again, we are proven wrong. And as we continue to peer ever further into the far reaches of space, we see the universe enlarging as our own sense of place within it diminishes. Where once we considered Earth the centre of the solar system, whose sun revolved around it, it may transpire that the universe we live in is not even the only universe. And if we reject our solipsistic fallacies and accept there are likely to be other equally intelligent species out there, perhaps evolved differently to ourselves, who see the universe differently to us, it certainly begs the question: what is it exactly that we are perceiving? Which is not to reject truth or denigrate science or deny what we have discovered, but to wonder at what still remains to be found out. How naïve might our current perspectives look from the vantage point of five thousand years from now? Or five thousand million years from now? Because if there’s one thing we can be certain of, they will change.


In my lifetime alone we have come to understand brain functions and the mechanism of genes in ways that could render any notion of free-will redundant; some of our finest minds have begun to question whether time, as we traditionally understand it, exists in any quantifiable way at all; the weirdness of quantum mechanics has led to predictions of an infinity of universes parallel to ours, in turn implying the possibility that everything that could ever happen not only will happen, but in fact already has; animals with which we share this extraordinary planet, much to our shame, are increasingly being revealed to be far more sophisticated and conscious than we once ever thought possible. And all the while the slow etherealisation of our lives into the digital sphere could be leading to the obsolescence of the physical form (if it hasn’t already been done by the computer simulation we may in fact be living in!).


It is little wonder, then, that stories of the strange, supernatural and paranormal should be so alluring, stories that question the limits of our knowledge, consciousness and reality. Stories that play out in the places between what we think of as real and what is not. Such stories by definition, regardless of their veracity, serve as vital expressions of what intrigues and scares us but most of all, of what is unknown. And what makes the unexplained mystery different to the classic story structure of a Hollywood film is that it leaves us without closure, without the ‘why’. It is this element that is so seductive because as a species, despite nature’s best efforts to instruct us otherwise, we have a biological compulsion to find meaning. In 1994 social psychologist Arie Kruglanski coined the phrase ‘cognitive closure’, defining it as ‘individuals’ desire for a firm answer to a question and an aversion toward ambiguity.’4 It is no coincidence then that horror stories and stories of mystery are often synonymous with the dark: a symbol for the unknown.


It is a clumsy reference perhaps, but for my granddad, even when he was falling from the sky in a burning plane, certain that he was going to die, there was something about being sucked into the unknowable space beyond that terrified him even more. And in a sense we are right to be afraid of the dark, the unknown. It is a basic primal reaction fundamental to our survival. In 2016, researchers from Brown University in the US discovered that even when we are sleeping, part of our brain remains vigilant, looking out for potential threats.5


But there is an important reason not to fear the dark. In his analysis of the archetypal story, Christopher Vogler, expanding on the work of mythologist Joseph Campbell, writes of a moment known as the Approach to the Innermost Cave. Fans of Star Wars might recognise it as the moment where Yoda tells Luke he must literally enter the cave to face his fears. But crucially, it is not the fear of the ‘other’ that scares him, but what his fear of the other will reveal about himself. Only when the hero, which is you, comes to terms with this will you be able to slay the dragon and emerge complete.


There may come a day, years from now, when all the many, many stars in our universe have flickered their last. And before that, as space continues to expand, light from even the closest galaxies will no longer be visible from Earth, as one by one all around the stars will go out. This is the dark that truly terrifies me, the dark from which there is no coming back. People often say we live in uncertain times but it has always been uncertain. We are, in a sense, always careering into the unknown, with no idea about where things will take us or what we truly know, or, indeed, to what extent we can really know anything. This is why it is as important as it has ever been that we don’t retreat from the dark of the unknown, but instead embrace it while we still have the light to which we can return.


So what better way to explore all this than through the unexplained mystery – stories of bizarre and improbable events that test our fundamental beliefs and continue to evade our human need to understand and rationalise. In the pages to follow I have put together some of my favourite dark, strange and unsettling unexplained mysteries to get us on our way. So without further ado, let’s take a step into the unknown . . .










Chapter One


Resurrected Dreams


‘She herself is a haunted house. She does not possess herself; her ancestors sometimes come and peer out of the windows of her eyes and that is very frightening.’


Angela Carter – ‘The Lady of the House of Love’


It could be argued that our ability to comprehend our own death – and the fear of such an idea – is the very thing that makes us the conscious, self-aware creatures that we consider ourselves to be; that only in understanding our lives as something in opposition to death do we develop a concept of the self. You might say that death is the ultimate price of self-awareness. Despite the extent to which humans believe in an afterlife in one form or another,1 the idea of death as a final end for us, and the ones we love, remains the greatest of fears. We need only witness the ferocity with which people will instinctively fight for their survival, to understand how potent this fear can be. This instinct, hardwired into the brain’s hypothalamus, suggests from a biological perspective at least, that despite what we hope may await us after we die, our bodies seem very reluctant for us to find out exactly what that might be.


All stories, says Ernest Hemingway, will ultimately ‘end in death’.2 What, then, of the stories we tell that go further?


Newton’s first law of thermodynamics dictates that the total amount of energy in a closed system is constant; it can neither be destroyed nor created, merely changing from one form to another. If the universe is a closed system as many scientists believe, there is little dispute as to what fate awaits the material of the body after death; its constituent parts broken down piece by piece, repurposed and reintegrated, never disturbing the scales of the universal totality of energy. Perhaps for the materialist, then, this is satisfaction enough that we, in some way or other, continue to exist long after our bodies have decomposed. However, the idea of where we go, ‘we’ being the slightly more abstract and intangible notion of the self, has proven an altogether more difficult beast to pin down. It is an unknown that calls into question the very nature of consciousness, and one that has been explored in stories told across every community and culture, from as far back as we know.


Death as an ancient Greek, provided you had received a burial, would be followed by the separation of your soul from your body, which would then be led by Hades to the entrance of the Underworld. From here your soul, taking the form of your ‘living-world’ self, would be ferried by Charon across the Acheron River where, under the watchful eye of Cerberus, the ‘three-headed hound of Hades’,3 the Judges of the Underworld would decide your fate. For the virtuous, heroes and demigods, the golden Fields of Elysium would await; for those unlucky enough to be judged sufficiently undeserving, it would be to the unlit gloom of the Tartarus abyss that you would be dispatched.


For the ancient Egyptians, differing traditions offered a variety of afterlife scenarios. The most well-known is to be found in the Egyptian Book of the Dead, which details a horrifying and complex journey into Duat, the Egyptian underworld. Provided your soul was able to survive a treacherous gauntlet, chased by terrifying and grotesque entities, it would arrive at the Hall of Truth to face the judgement of Osiris, the god of the dead. If found to have lived a sufficiently virtuous life, your heart would be taken by Anubis, the god of embalming, and weighed against the goddess Ma’at’s white ostrich feather of truth. If the heart was equal to or lighter than the feather, your soul would be granted access to the reed fields of Aaru, a paradisiacal and fertile land where, again in the guise of your once ‘living’ body, your soul would dwell for eternity. A heart heavier than the feather of truth would be thrown to and promptly gobbled up by the goddess and devourer of the dead, Ammit, condemning the soul to an eternal restlessness.4


In contemporary cultures influenced by the Abrahamic religions such as Islam, Judaism and Christianity, stories of the afterlife follow a similar theme, promoting a version of continued life consistent with our ‘living’ sense of self-image. Just as it was for the ancient Greeks and Egyptians, life becomes a test of moral courage, and where we end up subsequently being dependent on our actions with options invariably divided between some form of Heaven or Hell.


Followers of religions such as Hinduism, Sikhism and Buddhism, although by no means restricted to these, believe our lives to be but one moment in the process of Samsara: the repeating cycle of birth, life and death, also known as reincarnation. Much like the eschatology of other faiths, those that incorporate Samsara believe too in the karmic process of the life you lead dictating your fate in death, while also employing a dualist separation of body and soul. A fundamental difference is the complete rejection of a singular image of the body. Instead, Samsara dictates that the soul – your true essence – is the only consistency, while its body will take potentially infinite forms, as it is reborn ceaselessly into the material world. Release from the infinite cycle comes only to those souls who are able to become so transcendentally enlightened that they are liberated from the bondage of consciousness altogether and dissolved back into the great oneness of all things.


Buddhist teachings of Samsara have suggested that such a process could allow for the remembrance of previous lives, since all previous lives are considered different experiences of the same soul. Some believe this phenomenon, known as jatismara, although traditionally the preserve of the great Buddhist saints, can be unearthed through past-life regression – the technique of using hypnosis to recover these ‘memories.’ Although common in ancient India, it wasn’t until the late 19th century, through the teachings of occultist Helena Blavatsky and the Theosophical Society that she co-founded in 1875, that the idea gained prominence in modern European society. Famous accounts such as those of Wisconsin housewife Virginia Tighe, who claimed to have lived as a 19th-century Irish woman named Bridey Murphy, helped to bring this controversial phenomenon into the mainstream. Many such accounts have been latterly dismissed as simple cases of false memories: recollections of names and places that have been subconsciously absorbed. However, there are a few cases that have not been so easy to dismiss, cases that have nothing to do with hypnotic regression.


In 2015, a young boy named Ryan from Muskogee in Oklahoma, who was ten at the time, hit the headlines with the claim that he could ‘remember’ the life of a man who had died fifty years previously. It had begun with nightmares suffered at the age of four where Ryan would wake up screaming that his chest was exploding. Soon he was dreaming of a life spent working in Hollywood in the 1930s and 1940s, a trip he had taken to Paris, that he had a sister and once lived on a street with the word ‘Rock’ in it, as well as the bizarre claim that he had had five wives. Ryan became so insistent that his mother, not quite sure what to do about it, took out some books on the golden era of Hollywood and brought them home for Ryan to look at. While perusing one of them Ryan yelled ‘That’s George!’ pointing at an image taken from the 1932 movie Night After Night. ‘And that guy’s me,’ he said, pointing to another man at the back of the picture.5


Growing increasingly unsettled by Ryan’s proclamations, his parents enlisted the help of child psychologist Dr Jim Tucker from the University of Virginia whose Division of Perceptual Studies specialises in investigating cases of apparent reincarnation. With Dr Tucker’s help the man that Ryan had pointed out in the picture was identified as Marty Martyn who had appeared in the movie as an extra. Incredibly the other man Ryan had pointed to was indeed called George; it was the actor George Raft. Neither man was listed under the image in the book. It was later discovered that Marty Martyn did indeed have a sister, had at one point visited Paris and incredibly had had five wives. Martyn was also found to have lived on Roxbury Drive. And that sensation of his heart exploding that had terrorised Ryan at four years old? Some might say it had something to do with the heart attack that killed Martyn at the age of sixty-one. Or at least, that’s how old Ryan claimed Martyn was when he died. However, when Dr Tucker located his death certificate it listed his age at death as fifty-nine. It would be some time later when Dr Tucker found Marty Martyn listed in an old census report and was amazed to discover that the death certificate had incorrectly listed Martyn’s birth by two years. He most likely had been sixty-one when he died after all.


The Division of Perceptual Studies at the University of Virginia was founded in 1967 by psychiatrist Dr Ian Stevenson. By the time of his retirement in 2002, Stevenson had logged over 2,500 cases of apparent reincarnation with varying degrees of credibility. One such case involved a young boy from Middlesbrough, England, whose story he would learn about after reading an article published in 1983 detailing the boy’s extraordinary claims. It would prove to be one of the most compelling cases that Dr Stevenson would ever come across.


 


On the bitterly cold afternoon of 15 January 1942, with night beginning to fall, Captain E. S. Parks of the SS Empire Bay watches from the ship’s bridge as all across the British Isles the lights go out. The sky shimmers like oil, its warm pinks bleeding into inky blue as the last of the sun’s rays drop below the horizon. At 1700 hours the ship’s engine gurgles and sputters before roaring into life, powering the vessel out of Hartlepool harbour as thick, black plumes of smoke are belched into the air. The bulk cargo ship is laden with 3,800 tons of coal and thirty-eight crew bound for London. Such journeys are among the most treacherous for the merchant navy as they seek to bring fuel to the capital to aid the British war effort, skulking close to the coast in small convoys in the hope that their limited company and the cover of darkness will keep them safe from the peril above.


It is shortly after 1715 when the Empire draws level with the SS Corsea and Captain Parks orders the anchor dropped while they wait for the final vessel of their convoy to catch them up. The crewmen wrap their Navy-issue jackets a little tighter, taking drags on Woodbines as the boat gently rocks and creaks on the ebbing tide, with all eyes turned nervously to the skies.


It’s just gone 1730 when the looping wail of an air-raid siren comes twisting out of the dark from somewhere in the direction of Hartlepool.


‘Action stations!’ screams Parks.


Glowing embers are flicked overboard and hats hurriedly pulled on to heads as the crew scurry into position. Along the coastline, bulbous barrage balloons – vast inflatables designed to obstruct low-flying aircraft – are drifting up into the air as the men continue to scan the sky, craning their necks in manic desperation for any glimpse of incoming planes. Chief Steward John Cavanagh is perched behind the twin Lewis guns on the port side of the ship’s bridge, his eyes fixed on Captain Parks, waiting for his signal, when he finally hears the dreaded, unmistakable hum of approaching aircraft.


‘There!’


Cavanagh spins round, squinting into the distant darkness as his eyes work desperately to adjust to the gloom. Clouds and eye spots tease shapes in the sky that swiftly vanish into nothing until finally something solid materialises: a row of small spots twenty kilometres or so off the port beam, steadily growing in size as the engines’ rumble grows ever louder. Soon the spots are longer and thinner, sprouting wings and tails. Cavanagh grips the gun tight and positions the planes in his sights. Then one breaks suddenly from the pack, the drone of its engine giving way to a piercing shriek as it plunges from the clouds. Cavanagh hopes for a moment that it might disappear into the water only to see it level out at the last instant before continuing on its path, straight towards them.


‘Guns, hold fire!’ yells Parks.


Cavanagh’s fingers hover over the triggers as the aircraft, now less than 5 kilometres away, bears down upon them.


‘Hold!’


Two kilometres . . .


‘Hold!’


One kilometre . . .


‘Fire!’


Cavanagh squeezes the triggers, releasing a thundering racket of arms as the plane roars overhead, swerving viciously to the aft before circling back round and heading off in the direction of the Corsea. Cavanagh watches with alarm as the plane reaches the second vessel, veering away at the last moment and releasing a single bomb that mercifully misses the ship and drops straight into the sea. Moments later the crew find their breath as the plane pulls up and away, heading inland towards the River Tees. A strange calm descends as the worst looks to be over. But then comes that sound again.


‘Port side!’ bellows Captain Parks.


Cavanagh swings the guns back round and there it is again, dropping out of the sky and heading straight for the SS Empire Bay. He fights to ignore the trembling in his fingers and steadies himself once more behind the sights.


‘Hold your fire!’


And again it comes, closer, and closer, until finally it is so close that Cavanagh is sure he can see the pilot’s eyes.


‘Fire!’


A PAC rocket shoots out from the bridge with a fierce rasp as Cavanagh lets off another volley of fire pummelling into the underside of the wing as the plane rears up, appearing to miss the ship’s funnel by inches. Cavanagh spins round just in time to see it swerve wildly again to the left before this time releasing five bombs from underneath its wings. For a moment they seem suspended above like soft clods of earth before ripping violently through the air. Cavanagh breaths a sigh of relief as he catches sight of four of them disappearing down the port side straight into the water.


But there were five.


A booming explosion reverberates from out of the starboard quarter as the boat is lifted from the sea. Flames and fountains spray up in unison. Cavanagh is thrown to the floor, his ears ringing from the chaos as the boat crashes back down. When he finally gets his bearings the ship appears to be holding and in the space beyond he can just make out the hulking silhouette of an aircraft heading towards the mouth of the Tees with a trail of thick, dark smoke spewing out of its engine.


Twenty miles inland on the outskirts of Billingham, a call has come through, reporting enemy aircraft spotted off the coast of Hartlepool. Leading aircraftman Walter Myers and his crew leap to their stations and begin manically pumping hydrogen into their defence balloons, standing back when they are done and watching together as ‘Annie’, the last of their set, makes its slow ascent into the sky, its limp tail flapping casually in the wind.


‘Come on, if we don’t get it up we’ll be too late!’


Hands turn faster and faster on the winch, unspooling the cable until a final click locks it into place. A sudden gust of wind catches the tail, expanding the balloon to its full corpulent glory. The men make their way back to the station hut and have only just settled in when the ominous rumble of a choking engine is heard, drawing closer. Myers spots it first, coming in far too low and trailing huge clouds of black smoke. The rumble turns to a sickening, shrieking whine as the plane lurches suddenly to the right heading straight for the hut.


‘He’s going to machine-gun us!’


‘No, look! The cable!’


The air itself seems to tear apart as the plane roars past, sending the men scattering for cover. A horrifying crunch and the winch-lorry lifts from the floor before clattering back down to the ground. The cable has sliced straight through the starboard wing, propelling it in the opposite direction. The rest of the plane jerks to the side and veers off towards the Middlesbrough docks before slamming into the ground just south of the Tees in a ball of fire.


An air-raid warden watches the drama unfolding from his back garden, tracking the plane until it disappears just metres from his home on to the train tracks behind the Dorman Long steelworks at the bottom of Clay Lane. After racing to the crash site as quickly as he can, he is immediately sent sprawling to the ground by the aircraft’s ammunition exploding in every direction. When the popping stops, a fire too intense to attempt a rescue of the men trapped inside has engulfed the plane. It will be thirty minutes before firemen are able to extinguish the inferno.


Meanwhile, twenty miles up the coast, the crew of the SS Empire Bay, having all been successfully retrieved, watch huddled together from rescue boats as the ship’s bow rises into the air before steadily sinking below the waves.


First light on Teesside reveals a monochrome landscape of industrial plants and wastelands, little changed from the evening’s drama save for the smouldering pile of metal, 100ft of smashed rail track and a large hole in the ground measuring roughly 10ft deep and 12ft wide. In the distance beyond, the slag and coal heaps lie dotted with snow while the chimneys of the Dorman Long steelworks blow white clouds into the morning air. At the crash site, rescue workers, watched carefully by two men wrapped in thick woollen coats, pull three charred bodies from the wreckage; a fourth body is thought to have likely evaporated in the flames. The men presiding over the grisly scene have been sent by British intelligence to gather what they can from the German bomber. But with little of interest to be found, and the government keen to rebuild the track as soon as possible, the officers agree to wrap up the search that morning. Within days the remains of the aircraft are buried under a mound of earth and the track is reinstalled as if nothing had ever happened. The three bodies, identified by their dog tags as Feldwebel Joachim Lehnis, Lieutenant Rudolf Matern and Oberfeldwebel Heinrich Richter, are taken to nearby Thornaby-on-Tees cemetery and laid to rest.


 


At the turn of the 19th century, Middlesbrough is little more than a farm located on the banks of the River Tees in the north-east of England, populated by roughly twenty-five people. But a wave of change is approaching that will soon turn this bucolic idyll into one of the country’s most productive industrial powerhouses. As the spirit of enlightenment begins to permeate all aspects of British society, there comes a sudden synchronicity of vision with the means of production6 igniting a fuse from which there will be no going back. From the bowels of the earth, the British Industrial Revolution erupts in an explosion of steam, fire and smoke; a time of extraordinary physical and philosophical upheaval built on ambition, greed and the blood and sweat of the men, women and children who rip it from the ground and smelt it in the factories. Soon, throughout the land, colossal cauldrons of industry are springing 


up wherever the raw ingredients are most abundant.


In the early 1820s, railway pioneer Joseph Pease gazes out over the banks of the Tees, scanning the river as it meanders towards the North Sea, seeing not the tranquillity of its placid waters, but rather a gateway to the world. By 1850, having bought that Middlesbrough farm in 1829, Pease brought coal-storage facilities and trains to the area, transforming the quaint hamlet into a bustling town with a population of over 7,000. Twenty years later after iron ore is discovered in the nearby town of Eston in the Cleveland Hills, Middlesbrough quickly establishes itself as a world leader in steel production and by the end of the century the population has grown to 90,000 and the town – widely referred to as Ironopolis – is producing a third of the nation’s iron. Before long, with the increasingly expanding British Empire, Eston steel, ‘like a strong and invincible serpent [is coiling] itself around the world’.7 In the 1920s Arthur Doorman and Albert de Lande Long, better known as Dorman Long, purchase the Teesside ironworks and in 1932 will oversee the building of their most famous construction: the Sydney Harbour Bridge.


But a lot can change in fifty years. A combination of the reduced demand for steel and an ever-expanding pool of global competition leaves Middlesbrough’s key industries floundering. By the early 1970s, the town once known as the ‘infant Hercules’ is struggling to stay afloat. 1972 is an especially chaotic year, characterised by strikes and stalemates between a Conservative government intent on consolidating what little profit there is left to be made and the workers’ unions intent on protecting the interests of the people on whose backs that very profit had been raised. Throughout Middlesbrough, and many of the failing industrial towns of the Midlands and the North of England, many jobs are lost as companies seek to reduce expenditure in the hope of maintaining what are, by now, unrealistic profit margins. The government’s disastrous efforts to combat falling employment ultimately results in unemployment figures passing a million for the first time since the 1930s.


It is during this turbulent period, on Friday 28 December 1972, that Carl Edon is born.


From the moment he arrives, Carl’s mother Val senses there is something a little different about him. There are the physical differences first and foremost: both Carl’s brother and sister have dark hair and brown eyes, whereas Carl’s eyes are blue and his hair strawberry blond. Their skin was also a little darker and tanned easily, whereas Carl’s is fair and pale. But there’s something else too: the sense that Carl never quite seems able to relax. One night, shortly after Carl’s second birthday, Val wakes to the sound of screaming coming from the other end of the house. Racing to Carl’s room she finds the young boy sitting up, crying in his bed. As he struggles to get the words out, Val can just make out something about falling from the sky and a missing leg taken from his body before she is finally able to calm him down. Having settled, Carl explains the dream in more detail. He had been flying through the sky, he says, in some sort of plane. It had been on fire, and he couldn’t get out and when it finally crashed he felt as if his leg had been taken away. Val hugs her sobbing son and rubs his leg to show him he hasn’t lost it at all, reassuring him that it was only a dream and nothing to be worried about.


Despite her reassurances, Val and Jim, Carl’s father, can’t help but be disturbed by the strangeness of their son’s nightmare, wondering how it is that a toddler can recount such vivid and chilling details. But Carl’s peculiar visions are soon forgotten, disappearing into the background noise of the busy family home, until Val comes across Carl one morning a few months later, playing on his own with a toy aeroplane.


Carl notices his mother and looks up to greet her.


‘I died before,’ he says. ‘My plane crashed straight through a window.’


Val stares in confusion at the boy, unsure what to say, before telling him to forget about the dream.


‘But it wasn’t a dream,’ he says, turning back to play with his toy plane, ‘it really happened.’


As the months go by, Val and Jim are surprised to find that not only does Carl refuse to forget the strange vision, he is beginning to ‘remember’ more.


‘One of our engines ran out,’ he would say, ‘and after we crashed I opened a hatch to try and get out but one of my legs was gone and I bled to death.’


Although Jim and Val have little wish to indulge their young son’s peculiar fantasy, they receive another shock when Carl becomes convinced that he had been a German pilot during the war and had crashed while on a bombing mission over England. One evening, Val sees Carl’s birthmark – just below the groin on his right leg – afresh. Remembering what Carl had said about losing his leg in the dream, she asks him again which one it had been. The right one, he replies.


Throughout his early childhood, Val often finds Carl beavering away on join-the-dots or scribbling across the patterns of a colouring book, and soon he is drawing his own shapes and patterns. One morning, Val notices he has been working on one particular picture for some time. Asking if she can take a look, Carl leans back with a smile as Val pulls the picture closer. She is amazed by how neat it looks – certainly not like the scribbles you would ordinarily expect from a five-year-old – yet she can’t quite make out what the images are exactly. Carl calmly explains they are his air-force badges and points them out for her one by one. There’s a badge with a bird, which Carl identifies as an eagle, its wings drawn laterally on the side. But before Carl can explain the next symbol, with a jolt Val realises what it is. It is a swastika.


Perhaps even more extraordinary is the picture that Jim finds in Carl’s bedroom just after his son’s sixth birthday. It, too, looks odd from a distance and it’s only when Jim turns the picture round that he realises what it is: the cockpit of a plane complete with all the gauges and instruments, even the levers. Jim asks Carl if he drew the picture to which he replies yes, before pointing out the red foot pedal he’d detailed at the bottom, which he says was used to drop the bombs. The boy explains, nonplussed, that the picture is a Messerschmitt Bomber 101 just like the one he had flown in the war.


Despite Carl’s increasingly detailed ‘recollections’, Jim is unconvinced. Clearly Carl is playing some kind of game; after all, he knew the Messerschmitt was a fighter plane not a bomber. Together with Val, he decides to test Carl a little more.


‘So what uniform did you wear?’ they ask, to which Carl replies without hesitation, ‘grey trousers, tucked into knee-high leather boots and a black jacket.’


A few days later, Jim travels to the local library with Carl’s pictures tucked under his arm. After being directed to the history section he proceeds to pull out whatever books he can find on the German air forces of the Second World War. Moments later, Jim is sitting with the books laid out in front of him in complete shock. It is all there. Everything from the picture of the cockpit, the badges, the description of the uniform: everything is exactly as Carl had described, even the plane. There had been a Messerschmitt Bomber after all. It was a 110 but perhaps he had just misheard Carl when he said 101.


Some days later, the family are watching a war film when a character playing a German sergeant appears on the screen.


‘The uniform’s all wrong,’ says Carl out of the blue, ‘he’s got the badge on the wrong side.’


Jim returns to the library the following day and sure enough, his son was right.


As Carl gets older he seems only to become more convinced of his other life. Of course, there are elements of his personality that are distinct and his own and he also enjoys many of the same things that any of the other local kids his age like: space hoppers, Middlesbrough FC, cartoons. But then there are the other quirks that catch Val a little off guard. Sometimes they are small things, like how particular Carl is about the clothes he wears for a child his age; how the collars always have to be pressed. Other times it’s something else entirely, like when Carl is around seven years old, and his friend Michael is over for dinner. Carl launches into the story about how he had died once before during the Second World War. Val grows increasingly uncomfortable as Carl describes how he had bled to death and how he suspected he would die again before the age of twenty-five. He finishes by describing a man called Adolf Hitler then gets down from the table and starts goose-stepping round the kitchen. Michael doesn’t stop laughing until Val quietly reminds them to finish up their food.


With Carl remaining convinced of this extraordinary past life it begins to impact on his time at school. A teacher during parents’ evening asks Valerie and Jim if everything is all right at home.


‘Why?’ asks Val.


The teacher replies that she has noticed Carl becoming distracted in class.


‘He has strange eyes,’ she says. ‘When I talk to him about anything, it’s as if he is staring straight through me.’8


There is also Carl’s peculiar habit of arriving at answers without fully understanding where the response has come from. When asked to explain his reasoning he says only that there is no need to bother if he’s already given the correct answer. Jim and Val can only smile and nod politely as they take it all in.


Over the next few years Carl continues to detail a vivid picture of a life lived somewhere else, in a time and place unrecognisable from the concrete streets and industry of 1970s Middlesbrough. Carl comes to the understanding that his name used to be Robert. He speaks of a quaint village tucked away amidst forested hills and explains how his father Fritz used to always make him laugh and how he taught him about all the flowers and trees of the local woodlands. ‘Robert’ couldn’t remember his mother’s name, however, only that she had been quite large with dark hair pulled tightly back in a bun, and that she wore spectacles.


‘But I’m your mother,’ Val would say whenever Carl got too carried away, her voice gently breaking.


‘I know,’ Carl would reply, ‘but she’s my mother too.’


According to Carl, in his past life as ‘Robert’ he would often have to do household chores, chopping up wood and bringing it home in a wheelbarrow or else face the wrath of his mother, bossing him about with her glasses perched on the end of her nose. When she wasn’t ordering him to chop wood she would be standing by the stove making a soup, dark red in colour, like nothing Val has ever made. He had had brothers too who also fought in the war, including a younger brother who was apparently killed shortly after Robert had supposedly been killed.


It is strange when Carl thinks about it; the way the pictures come to him like he’s watching clips from a television show, turning on and off for a few seconds at a time. Moments like Robert’s apparent enlistment in the Luftwaffe. One minute he is a seven-year-old boy playing with toys in his bedroom, the next he is nineteen and living on a kind of camp with lots of small huts lined up in rows. One moment he is inside one of the huts, filled only with bunk beds, then he is outside watching grown-ups collecting water from a pump. Another time he’ll find himself putting bandages on other grown-ups, as if playing at first-aid, or standing in a large hall, surrounded on all sides by rows and rows of men in uniform. In this hall is a framed picture of a man he recognises as Adolf Hitler. Together, he and the other grown-ups are stamping their feet and raising their arms above their heads in that way with the fingers together and all pointing forward. Valerie feels uneasy as Carl repeats the gesture for his mother. To hear that name spoken aloud by her young son, when it had never been mentioned in the home before, sends shivers down her spine.


One morning, an oddly subdued Carl tells his mother about a new dream from the night before. It was 1942 and he was ‘Robert’ again, who he now says was twenty-three years old, and he was sitting in what seemed like the cockpit of a plane. He couldn’t say if he was flying it or not but it was shaking all over the place. The aircraft came down over some buildings when everything suddenly went black. When he woke again in the plane it was still falling with the buildings on the ground rushing up towards him. In that moment, Carl just knew he was going to die. When the plane finally crashed it must have gone through a window, he thought; there was glass everywhere. Afterwards he saw again that his leg had been cut off and he felt very sad but it was a different sadness than any time before. It wasn’t for himself but someone else, someone ‘Robert’ had lost; a nineteen-year-old woman he wanted to marry, left behind in his village in Germany. Valerie listens in horror as Carl finishes the account by describing his ‘final moments’, bleeding to death alone in the plane.


The following year, a nine-year-old Carl is interviewed by Women’s Own magazine after a local journalist had caught wind of his extraordinary claim and published a small piece in the local paper. Later that year the story even makes it as far as Germany when it is picked up in Berlin’s Morgenpost. Inevitably with the exposure comes ridicule at school and within days of the articles appearing, Carl’s classmates begin calling him Hitler and a Nazi, and throw their arms up in Nazi salutes whenever he walks by. Most days Carl returns home in tears from all the teasing. As the attention becomes increasingly unbearable, the young Carl decides on the only course of action he has available to him. He stops talking about it.


Unfortunately for Carl, this doesn’t mean that interest in his case wanes. It is some time toward the end of 1983 when the Woman’s Own article finds its way to the desk of Professor Ian Stevenson in Virginia, USA. At the time the American–Canadian Stevenson was Carlson Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Virginia School of Medicine. A fascinating but controversial figure, for the previous twenty-five years he had dedicated himself to investigating the validity of so-called reincarnation cases, even establishing a specific department, the University’s Division of Perceptual Studies, to better conduct his research. Despite much criticism from his peers, Stevenson’s dogged research ultimately earned him begrudging respect in the psychiatric community, being described by a reviewer in the Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry as a distinguished psychiatrist and scholar.9


Stevenson’s interest in reincarnation stemmed initially from his fascination with how certain characteristic traits or unusual illnesses often seemed incompatible with environmental or hereditary influences, suggesting that perhaps there was a third type of influencer on character. Stevenson postulated that this might be the result of a type of memory transfer between individuals. One feature that occurred in many of Stevenson’s case studies, of which there were hundreds, was the appearance of birthmarks or birth defects in places that held a deep significance to the alleged past life. For example, in Reincarnation and Biology: A Contribution to the Etiology of Birthmarks and Birth Defects (1997), Stevenson recounted the story of a young boy who became convinced that he had shot himself in a past life. The boy’s recollections eventually led him to a woman whose brother had indeed shot himself in the throat. When Stevenson examined the boy he found a birthmark on his throat where the man’s bullet was alleged to have entered. Stevenson suggested they check for an exit wound and sure enough when they pulled back the hair on top of his head they found a birthmark underneath.10


Stevenson is immediately fascinated by Carl’s case, and in particular the birthmark on his right leg. Although Stevenson is unable to make the trip himself, early in the new year he sends UK associate Dr Nicholas McClean-Rice to interview Carl and his family. After analysing the various anecdotes and stories compiled by Dr McClean-Rice, Stevenson concludes that reincarnation was ‘at least a plausible explanation for Carl’s story’.11


By the age of thirteen, any lingering traits of ‘Robert’ the mysterious Luftwaffe pilot, whose memories Carl had seemingly found in his head, have all but vanished. Carl leaves school at sixteen to take up a job with British Rail preparing freight trains to deliver to the various industrial estates that line the banks of the River Tees. Five years later, now twenty-one-years old, Carl grants one final interview when Ian Stevenson, determined to analyse Carl’s story for himself, travels personally to Middlesbrough to meet with him. Although the meeting proves disappointing for Stevenson, with Carl unable to offer any more insight into his apparent past life, Stevenson is pleased to find the young man happy and in love, having just moved in with his seventeen-year-old girlfriend. Twelve months later and the couple welcome their first child into the world. When Carl’s proposal of marriage is accepted the following year, and now with a second baby on the way, it is as if his life has truly become his own and the spectre of the mysterious German pilot has finally been laid to rest.


 


In the summer of 1995 a heat wave sweeps across the United Kingdom that stretches throughout July and into August. On the evening of Wednesday 2 August the air is imbued with a heavy stillness when the officer on duty at Middlesbrough’s South Bank police station caught the sound of a car screeching to a halt outside. They watch with some alarm as the hulking frame of a young man well over six feet tall pushes open the doors and steps into the waiting area, his clothes covered in blood.


‘He got angry and came at me,’ says the man who identifies himself as Gary Vinter.


Gary then explains he had been working the evening shift less than a mile away at the Grangetown signal box on Teesside when he and a colleague had got into an argument. He can’t remember exactly what had happened, only that when it was over, his colleague was dead. Gary is immediately taken for questioning where he volunteers to draw a map for the police to locate the body. Moments later a squad car is despatched to the area, taking a left on to Tees Dock Road before heading towards the industrial scrublands beyond. Such locations can make you feel like you have stumbled upon the very edges of the world; landscapes of carved earth, slag heaps and silent smoking chimneys framed by small red and green lights that hang like stars on the silhouettes of cranes; the ‘strange braidings’12 of urban archaeology and, wherever they can get a hold, those more organic elements of the natural world fighting to take back what it can.


They almost miss it at first, so unassuming is the squat red-bricked building with the flat tarmac roof perched just off the road behind a short piece of rail track that branched out like frayed nerve endings into myriad warehouses and sidings spread out over the land. To its left is the small train preparers’ cabin that Vinter had mentioned in his statement, where the fight had broken out. To the right, a huge electricity pylon towers overhead, marking the spot with its own confluence of energy that sprays out in multiple directions, stretching one way to the old Dorman Long steelworks still standing just behind and the other out to the distant dockyards. Giant haulage trucks rattle past in the dark as the officers exit their vehicle, catching the occasional chemical scent drifting through on the warm breeze.


A distant clanging can be heard as the officers cross the tracks and proceed into the small cabin on the left. The door gives a slight creak as they push it aside. Flashing their torches, they soon pick up the body of a man lying in a pool of blood on the cabin floor, the remains of a knife still protruding from his body. The man is Carl Edon. The full extent of the brutal attack will later come to light; Carl has been stabbed thirty-seven times with two knives. Vinter had grabbed the second after he had thrust the other with such intensity that it had broken in half. The autopsy reveals that Carl has been stabbed broadly across the entirety of his body, with most internal organs punctured. The pathologist’s findings seem to contradict Vinter’s initial claim that he acted in self-defence, a fact agreed by the jury at his trial. He is convicted of murder the following year.


When Carl’s old school friend Michael first hears about his murder he is understandably shocked and upset. But within minutes he is ten-years-old again, giggling uncontrollably as Carl goose-steps round the kitchen recounting for the hundredth time the story about how he had once died young, bleeding to death. As for Carl’s family – his fiancée and two baby daughters, his parents and brother and sister – the combined effect of his death and the manner in which it had occurred is catastrophic. But as the months go by, the Edons can’t help but reminisce over Carl’s early years and those peculiar visions that had plagued his childhood.


Then, in November 1997, something extraordinary comes to light.


It is the morning of 27 November when workers for the Northumbrian Water Board pull into the building site at the bottom of Clay Lane just east of South Bank station, barely a few miles down the track from the Grangetown signal box. The team, with instructions to install a sewage pipeline for a new business park due to be built nearby, have not been working long when one of the diggers hits something in the mud. With the digging halted, a couple of workers jump into the pit and start scraping away at the earth, finding a strangely mangled metallic structure underneath. Moments later, one of the men spots what looks like an old sack and opens it to find a bundle of pristine white silk stuffed inside. As he pulls the silk from the bag it soon becomes clear he is unfurling a parachute. The men look again at the hulk of metal in the ground and realise they have exposed some kind of aircraft.


Concerned that they might not only have a warplane on their hands, but also some unexploded ordnance, the Water Board immediately cease work and inform the Royal Engineers of their discovery. Within days a team of ordnance disposal experts from nearby RAF Wittering, working together with the Royal Engineers, set about excavating the wreckage. The plane is soon identified as a German Second World War plane known as a Dornier bomber that had belonged to a unit of the Luftwaffe based at the time at Schiphol airport in the Netherlands. A quick check of the records reveals the plane to have crashed on the evening of 15 January 1942 after taking a hit just off the coast and colliding with a barrage balloon on the outskirts of Hartlepool. As the engineers dig deeper into the vessel they find over five tons of wreckage including a number of machine guns, a wooden propeller and two further parachutes before coming across a fragment of bone.


From the records they ascertain that three of the crew, Joachim Lehnis, Rudolf Matern and Heinrich Richter had been recovered from the crash with a fourth body, that of Unteroffizier Hans Maneke thought to have been too badly destroyed to be removed. Digging a little further, the excavation team find a piece of battledress collar bearing the rank insignia for an Unteroffizier that appears to confirm the missing body is indeed that of Hans Maneke. However, when the team digs deeper they discover what appears to be a complete skeleton encased in the remains of a different uniform buried in what would have been the ventral gunner’s position. The missing body wasn’t Hans Maneke after all, but the plane’s gunner Heinrich Richter. The section in which Richter’s remains are found is a large bubble of glass at the base of the plane. As the aircraft crashed nose first, this bubble, which was effectively a spherical glass window, would have borne the brunt of the initial impact and been smashed to smithereens in the process, covering the occupant in thousands of tiny shards – similar to the way Carl had described the sensation of a shattering window in his dreams. Most peculiar of all, when the team pull the skeleton from the wreckage they discover it isn’t quite as complete as they had first thought. The right leg is missing. It had been severed in the crash.
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The author walking the train line from South Bank station to Grangetown signal box.


 


News of the plane’s rediscovery soon spreads throughout the town and the following year, Hans Maneke’s gravesite at Thornaby Cemetery is named correctly and the additional remains of Heinrich Richter are laid to rest alongside his comrades. A moving ceremony takes place in October and is attended by the German Consul to Britain as well as a handful of the crew’s descendants who are joined by twenty-two British ex-servicemen and over 200 members of the public. Together they watch as seventy-eight-year-old Heinz Mollenbrok, a former Dornier pilot of the same unit, who was shot down during the Battle of Britain, lays the first wreath on Richter’s grave. He places another on a monument for the British airmen, representing the 55,000 members of RAF Bomber Command who, like Richter and his fellow crew members, had never made it back home. As the RAF military standards are lowered by the twenty-two ex-serviceman, and a bugler of the Cleveland Police begins the opening refrain of ‘The Last Post’, two other faces join at the back of the crowd: having read news of the plane’s discovery in the paper, Valerie and Jim Edon have come to pay their respects to the German Second World War airman who lost his leg and died after being shot down over England.


Years later, after further investigative work, local Middlesbrough historian Bill Norman will eventually track down Heinrich Richter’s family, publishing his findings in a book.13 It transpired that Richter had been born in 1911 and was thirty at the time of his death. As Norman points out, regardless of what we may think of the cause for which he fought, Richter was undoubtedly a brave man having already flown sixty missions, earning the silver Frontflugspange as well as first- and second-class distinctions of the Iron Cross before his death in 1942. Norman also discovered that Richter had two brothers who were killed in the war as well: Kurt Richter, who perished while fighting in Russia in 1941, and Gerhard, who was killed in Romania in 1944. Although he never ascertained the name of Richter’s mother he did discover that his father had been called Friedrich, a name frequently shortened to the more informal Fritz. One morning, Bill receives a letter from another relative of Heinrich Richter’s containing a striking portrait photograph of the young airman shortly before he had been killed. When Val and Jim see the picture for the first time it is like seeing a ghost. There, staring back at them with his strong nose and chin, and that distinct shape of his brow, it is hard not to distinguish the face of their son, and on the collar of his jacket, they see also the insignia of eagles, just as Carl had depicted in his pictures all those years ago.


Whatever we believe about the possibility of reincarnation, there is little doubt that in a physiological sense, through the inheritance of genes, we are all in some way a reincarnation of those that have come before us. Although we may not inherit literal memories of the deceased, some fascinating new discoveries are challenging our understanding of the way in which our lived experiences might biologically resurface long after we have gone. Prior to Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, another naturalist by the name of Jean-Baptiste Lamarck had been causing a stir with a theory of his own. He suggested that an organism might pass characteristics to its offspring, not only through internal genetic mechanisms but also through external influences that it would have been affected by during its lifetime. Although the theory, known as Lamarckism, gained some traction at the time, it was soon eclipsed by Darwin’s Theory of Evolution, before being widely discredited and falling out of fashion altogether. And so it was destined to remain.
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