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Foreword


The quest for knowledge has played a major part in human evolution. Whether it be information that helps us understand the mechanics of the universe or something far more mundane, we have an insatiable thirst for knowledge. We are in constant search of the truth and we use different criteria to determine whether something is true or not. In science, we rely on the experts to apply their calculations and equations; we accept their expertise and take their findings to be truth. These findings then serve as proof – until a different expert comes along and gives us a different truth!


In human affairs, including day-to-day life, we approach the matter differently. Though we may rarely give it much thought, we are in constant search of answers, and in almost everything we do, we apply tests to find out what is true and what is false, and these then enable us to make decisions. Sometimes these tests are applied quickly and instinctively; in other situations, the matter requires more analysis. In some areas of life we are conditioned to doubt something unless we see it or experience it for ourselves. ‘I saw it with my own eyes’ is the barometer test for many of us. But we don’t always have the luxury of this type of certainty.


How we decide what is true and what is not has been a subject with which I have long been fascinated. As a child, I was always asking my teachers, ‘But how do you know that to be true?’ Perhaps that is what led me to a career in the law. As a barrister, I am trained to look at the evidence, to analyse it and then to present it to the judge or the jury who will decide on ‘the truth’.


In legal terms, we have two ways of determining the truth. In the civil jurisdiction, we determine an issue ‘on the balance of probabilities’. This involves deciding whether something is more likely than not to be true and is known as the ‘lesser standard of proof’.


In the criminal courts, the stakes are higher in terms of reputation and liberty for some, and in other jurisdictions are literally a matter of life or death. In these situations we apply a much higher test, which has been refined to proving ‘beyond reasonable doubt’.


What does this time-honoured phrase mean? Applying the dictionary definition of ‘reasonable doubt’, it means believing something to be true or correct, even if you retain ‘a sensible and appropriate feeling of uncertainty’.


How is this test applied when the stakes are very high? I have concluded that we apply it in exactly the same way as we do in our everyday lives, except that the more monumental the decision, the more careful the assessment needs to be – for example when we are getting married, moving home or changing career. There may be ‘doubts’, but we weigh them up and consider them according to the evidence and our assessment of it. There may be some feeling of uncertainty, and some would say that this is healthy, since we can never know that our decision is correct. But we can use the information available to us: the facts. We can look at the evidence and the source of the evidence. Has a witness a motive to mislead us? Do they seem trustworthy? Is their evidence consistent? Is there corroboration in other evidence that bolsters the likelihood of their veracity? Then we apply the less tangible elements of decision-making: our hope that we are making the correct decision and our trust in the evidence that we have accumulated, having given it all sensible and appropriate consideration.


I have assessed the evidence in this book in much the same way as I would in a trial. There is credible evidence from various unconnected sources that all points the same way, and the evidence has been collated by a credible source: Gordon Smith is widely acknowledged as a gifted medium who has provided many people, over a number of years, with evidence of the existence of life after death.


In my opinion, questions of spiritual existence will remain a matter of some debate for many decades to come, but all we can do, with the information that we have, is apply the same formula as we do in life.


So, look at the evidence, assess it fairly, allow for any sensible and appropriate doubt and reach your verdict.


Maria Ahern




Introduction


Throughout history people have had spiritual experiences and encountered supernatural phenomena. There have always been people who have claimed to see and talk to the spirits of ancestors and loved ones in the hereafter – people who are now known as ‘mediums’. Many of our religious books are filled with stories of seers and others who have had visions of disembodied spirits and ‘talked to the gods’, receiving messages about life and love and hope, and even prophecies of change to help guide humanity away from impending disasters or inappropriate living.


Way back in time, megalithic tombs were places where people went to consult their forefathers. In ancient China, people communicated with their ancestors by carving questions on turtle shells, heating them until they cracked and then interpreting the patterns. In ancient Greece and Rome, people consulted oracles in places like Delphi, hoping for communications from gods and ancestors. In the Bible, at the request of King Saul, the Witch of Endor raised the spirit of the prophet Samuel, and in the Gospel of St Matthew there is an account of the dead walking the streets after the death of Jesus.


There have always been inexplicable rappings, too, and sightings of objects moving by themselves. The second-century Greek geographer Pausanias left a detailed description of what we might today call poltergeist phenomena, and the same sort of disturbances caused uproar in eighteenth-century England in the boyhood home of the Wesley brothers who went on to found Methodism.


To this day, tribal cultures have their shamans, who deliberately induce trances, or dreamlike states of mind, to communicate with ancestors or other spirits with the purpose of gaining their approval or advice on how to steer their people through difficult times and educate them on the rights and wrongs of their lives.


In olden times, such people could be heralded as saints or derided as heretics, depending on the spirits they cavorted with and the messages they dished out. If they claimed they received information from the gods or religious figures of their region, they might be lifted up to sainthood if their predictions came to pass and their messages pleased the people. But if their messages were said to come from the unknown or from a spirit of no high rank, the outcome might be very different, and the messenger might find themselves labelled a necromancer or heretic and in danger of a violent and abrupt end. It’s interesting to think that Joan of Arc could be burned as a witch for hearing spirits and then given a sainthood for the same reason. What changed?


In those days, more or less everyone believed in the supernatural, so proving it didn’t seem necessary, but by the mid-nineteenth century, faith was falling away and the Church no longer seemed able to provide people with the direct spiritual experiences they craved. There was a spirit of exploration in the air, and science was challenging people to question old beliefs and practices and to think about things in a more rigorous and systematic way.


It was in this context that Spiritualism, with its séances and spirit rappings, took the world by storm. Séances could include communication with the dead, clairvoyance, prediction, levitation and other manifestations of the supernatural, and unsurprisingly this led to Spiritualism becoming a very popular movement. Leading public figures of the day engaged with it, including Abraham Lincoln, Queen Victoria, William Gladstone and Charles Dickens.


Not only famous figures, but everyday people had outstanding psychic experiences and were witness to supernatural events that made a strong case for the survival of the human spirit after death and indicated that there was far more to the universe than was dreamed of by materialistic science.


It could be argued that there is no real way of knowing how accurate reports of these events were, or in fact if the events ever took place at all. However, as a medium and psychic myself, I have known many of the great mediums of the previous generation, and they in turn knew many of the legendary mediums of earlier times. In this book I wish to reveal some of the great messages that I either know to be true first hand or can say have been passed to me by very good witnesses, either by word of mouth or through the written testimony of books and records kept by people who did not set out to be convinced by mediums, but who nevertheless were.


Furthermore, when the Spiritualist movement began, people were starting to think about the supernatural in a scientific way, and to regulate and measure it, or at least to investigate whether this was possible. These investigations are ongoing to this day. I have been practising as a medium for over thirty years now and have taken part in scientific experiments with Archie Roy, Professor Emeritus of Astronomy at Glasgow University, and undergone a variety of other tests on my abilities, as it is as important for me to understand my gift as it is to prove it to the people I share it with.


In my time as a practising medium I have come across some amazing mediums and other special people who could heal the sick or give accurate prophecies. I have also found many so-called mediums to be charlatans and fraudsters, and I can honestly tell you that it is very easy for me to spot those who set out to hoodwink others for personal gain or reputation.


On my own journey I have been called a heretic, a fraud, a gifted truth-teller and even a saint. For me, there is only one way to prove what I do, and that is to demonstrate my abilities to the people who will truly benefit from them, and those are the bereft.


As a medium, my role is to work as a conduit between two worlds – the world we live in and the spirit world. I have always had the ability to allow spirits to use my mind to give messages to their relatives on Earth, and what I have come to know is that there is a common thread that connects every message I have passed, and that thread is healing the grief of the person who is seeking my help. My most meaningful messages are those that help someone who feels their life has come to a stop because of the loss of a loved one, and set them back on the road of life again. It is not my wish to convert people, but to help them understand that there is more to life than we know.


I myself have been inspired not only by the spirit messages that have come through me, but by the very special mediums I have encountered on my path and have learned about from others. Scientific testing has shown that many of these have had outstanding abilities but, for the most part, supernatural events take place spontaneously and unexpectedly. In everyday life, the criterion we most often use to decide whether or not a claim is true is the test of a court of law. So, as you read on, I would like you to consider the claim that there are genuine spiritual and supernatural events in the world and that spirit communication is possible.


Is this true beyond reasonable doubt?
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A Time of Awakening


Let me start by saying I don’t believe that it is difficult for the higher mind of spirit, or the spirit world, as it is commonly known, to communicate with us; in fact, I believe this has been happening ever since we arrived in this world. I would consider that ‘spirit’ has been quietly influencing the minds of people we consider to be great – amazing inventors, learned philosophers, brilliant artists and scientists – and moving us forward for as long as we have been here. But in this book I am specifically going to consider the popular movement that became known as Spiritualism.


It exploded into the world in the mid-19th century, at a time of awakening and discovery in many areas. New forms of transport were being developed, new lands were being settled and new ways of thinking were opening up fresh possibilities, both scientifically and philosophically. In so many ways it seemed a time of huge progress. With the gift of hindsight, we can see there was a pattern to all this – the awakening of the mind to new thoughts and phenomena. I tend to think that this expansion of consciousness allowed the spirit world to start to build bridges of communication between their world and ours.


The John the Baptist of Spiritualism


I believe that it is quite clear to see that a momentum of spiritual activity was building in the mid-nineteenth century when we consider the emergence of a whole range of seers and occultists – for example, Andrew Jackson Davis, who is often referred to as the John the Baptist of Spiritualism, the herald who prepared the way.


Born in the Blooming Grove, New York, in 1826, Jackson Davis was a poor scholar and spent little time at school, but as a boy he received guidance from spirit voices. He was said to have a strong clairvoyant ability and the gift of second sight, yet it wasn’t until he became attracted to hypnosis, or mesmerism as it was known then, in 1843, that he truly began to display his abilities as a channel while in an altered state of mind. In one of his early trances he was said to have diagnosed people’s diseases and prescribed treatments for them, as well as read from a newspaper while blindfolded.


Davis went on to produce a range of trance communications, which, he claimed, were heavily influenced by the Swedish seer Emmanuel Swedenborg. One of the fascinating claims he made after a strange trance episode in 1844 was that he had met and spoken with Swedenborg, who had died in 1772.


Swedenborg was educated in science, theology and other subjects, and this might explain the intellect behind the work that was produced through Davis. There are volumes of writings on both these men, and many accounts of their seership and prophetic abilities by credible witnesses. Both men seem to talk about the beginning of new religions and spiritual progress for humanity. Could there be a thread running from Swedenborg’s teachings to the mind of Andrew Jackson Davis?


Some eminent figures of the time, such as Dr George Bush, Professor of Hebrew at New York University, believed Davis’s trance communications to be important spiritual works. In 1846 these appeared in book form as The Principles of Nature. It received some great reviews and was popular as a new look at spiritual science, but many scientists of the day claimed it was flawed in its analysis of scientific facts and contained psychic gobbledygook.


As a medium myself, I would have to consider, when looking at some of Davis’s work, the intelligence and knowledge on display – knowledge that a poorly educated man of the time could not have acquired by normal means. The content of his work did seem to be much more advanced than he could have manufactured, and this has been a pattern that has accompanied many true mediums as time has gone by.


Remember, too, that even the clearest of channels can be distorted in long sessions of trance communication, as a spirit communicator still has to work through a human mind. Also, Davis’s book was dictated through episodes of mediumship that took place over more than fifteen months. I would have to assume that there would be errors or distortion in the communication over such a long period. It is very unlikely to remain at a consistent level.


With this in mind, though, I would stress that much of Davis’s work is in a style that I honestly do not consider could have come from his own brain, based on the evi-dence of witnesses who assessed his mental aptitude at the time.


One of the most curious and possibly significant things that has come down to us from Davis is a section from his diary dated 31 March 1848. On that morning he wrote:


About daylight this morning a warm breathing passed over my face and I heard a voice, tender and strong, saying, ‘Brother, the good work has begun. Behold, a living demonstration is born.’ I was left wondering what could be meant by such a message?


This was also the day when the Fox sisters in Hydesville, New York, experienced what is now thought of as the first demonstration of spirit communication through rapping. More on this later, but what is interesting to note here is that a year before this experience, Davis proclaimed during one of his trance sessions that the spirit world was preparing a way to communicate directly with people through certain instruments who would be chosen to demonstrate mediumship for people on this side. So, Andrew Jackson Davis proclaimed the arrival of Spiritualism before it had begun, and on the very day that is thought to be its birth, he unknowingly got his confirmation.


As with all of the early mediums and exponents of spiritual and psychic phenomena, Davis’s work can only be judged through witness statements, and we have to consider their credibility, but his legacy lives on, as do the many books he compiled through his mediumship. Having read these works and the testimony written about his character, I believe that he was a gifted medium who served the purpose of preparing the minds of those who would listen before the phenomenon of spirit communication flooded the minds of millions.


The Birth of Spiritualism


Modern Spiritualism, as I have already mentioned, was born in America on 31 March 1848 with the Fox family in a small home in Hydesville, New York. They had been disturbed by mysterious rapping noises ever since they had moved into the house, and the previous tenants, a family named Weekman, had encountered the same phenomena. Eventually, the Fox daughters Maggie and Kate, aged fifteen and twelve, asked the ‘invisible spirits’ to copy the sound they made when they snapped their fingers. The sound was copied, and the girls were able to create a language of raps: one rap when the answer to a question was no, two raps for yes.


Intrigued, their mother asked the spirits to tell her how many children she had. When the answer came back, ‘Seven,’ she thought it was wrong, then remembered that one of her children had passed away. She asked for the ages of her children to be rapped out, and all the correct answers came back, including the age of the child in spirit.


It wasn’t long before neighbouring people were attracted to the new form of communication and keen to try it out for themselves. One of them, William Duesler, had lived in the house himself about seven years previously and not been bothered by any disturbances. Curious about what might have happened there since, he not only researched all the subsequent tenants but also asked questions of the noisy spirit. During this session he was able to piece together that it was the spirit of a pedlar, Charles B. Rosna, who claimed that he had been murdered by a blacksmith, John C. Bell, who had been living in the house five years earlier, and his body had been buried in the cellar.


Later there was an excavation of the cellar and human remains were uncovered, including part of a skull. The remains were presumed to be those of the spirit who was communicating, but there was controversy over them, with some people claiming they were animal bones. Excavations were carried out on several different occasions, but were inconclusive.


Fifty years later, when the house was deserted and falling into ruin, some children playing there noticed what looked like human remains in a cavity in the walls. The owner, William H. Hyde, investigated and discovered a complete human skeleton minus part of the skull, along with a pedlar’s tin pack, of the type that had been used half a century earlier.


The skeleton had been placed behind a wall that had been built after the outer wall, and the assumption was that the pedlar’s body had originally been buried in the cellar but had been exhumed at some point and sealed up in a safer place.


Although the pedlar’s spirit hadn’t given the full story, the fact that human remains were found where the body was said to be buried can be seen as evidence that the information from the disembodied spirit was in fact accurate. An intelligent force was reacting to questions and giving evidence of something that hadn’t been known before.


This incident gave birth to a form of mediumship known as ‘spirit rapping’. It looks to me as though the spirit world was knocking on the door of human consciousness and the best way to get our attention was to make a lot of noise!


The Fox sisters themselves had so much attention that they went to live with their elder sister, Leah, in Rochester, New York, but the rappings continued, as did the investigations. A Quaker called Isaac Post suggested asking for words and names using raps for letters – one rap for ‘A’ and so on. This produced a wealth of details from several spirits who appeared to be communicating with the sisters.


Around this time many other people came out of the woodwork and claimed that spirits were trying to communicate with them. Spirit rapping exploded in America and was soon a worldwide phenomenon. The spirits suggested the Fox sisters conduct séances for spirit communication and eventually all three sisters held séances and other gatherings for the public and toured professionally to packed houses.


Maggie eventually married an older man who believed she was a fraud, though he confessed he could not work out how it was done. He encouraged her to give up Spiritualism and she eventually did. Kate, however, continued holding séances and developing her spirit communication skills, including giving messages both verbally and by writing them down, occasionally at the same time.


The movement went from strength to strength. Development groups or circles were set up to help mediums develop their abilities, famous mediums were asked to demonstrate their gifts at high society gatherings, and everyone was talking about it.


Inevitably many people, including the very intelligent, rich and influential, were drawn to finding out more for themselves. To take just one example, Robert Dale Owen, founder of the Co-operative movement, was interested in Spiritualism and produced a pamphlet on it, Footfalls on the Boundary of Another World, in 1860.


Some of the finest scientific minds of the day applied themselves to investigating the phenomena. The naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace, who conceived the theory of evolution around the same time as Charles Darwin, was keen to examine it from a scientific perspective. In 1862, the psychic investigation society known as the Ghost Club was set up in London, with Charles Dickens as one of the founding members, and the influential Society for Psychical Research (SPR) was founded twenty years later.


The early psychic investigators were leading thinkers of the time. The SPR brought together scholars, philosophers and scientists, including the Cambridge scholar Frederic Myers, the physicists William Barrett and Lord Rayleigh, and the philosopher Arthur Balfour, who was British prime minister from 1902 to 1905.


The interesting thing for me is that the scientists of the time were not only investigating Spiritualism but also considering ways of creating a machine which could capture and transmit the voices of the spirits they thought were living in the ionised atmosphere around us. Many of the great scientists who worked on the invention of the telegraph and subsequently radio had an interest in investigating mediums for this reason. Men such as Sir Oliver Lodge, who was responsible for creating the components that led to the generation of radio waves, and Marconi himself, were highly involved in psychical research.


There are hundreds of books telling thousands of stories of spirit messages from this era, and some of these messages have great merit while others are clearly fake, but one thing is certain, and that is that people were beginning to look for spiritual answers for themselves, rather than consulting religious authority. This was an undoubted spiritual change.
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Amazing Phenomena


Spiritualism grew a great deal at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century and it appeared that the spirit world was actually working on the skills of mediums to suit the times and improve communication.


Then as now, mediums came in all shapes and forms, and the act of mediumship also varies, depending on the medium in question. This can seem complicated and in fact I am often asked what is the difference, if any, between mediums, seers and psychics. Briefly, a medium is someone who tunes in to the spirit world and asks to get information about relatives or loved ones on the other side. They act as an intermediary between the worlds – a messenger. They can give you detailed evidence, such as your loved one’s name, connection to you, how they lived and how they died. Such information should be strong enough to convince you that the medium is truly connected to the consciousness of your loved one who has passed on. I really feel that if a person is demonstrating any faculty of mediumship, they should be able to give convincing evidence from the spirit who is communicating. If a medium is just saying, ‘I have a spirit here who loves you,’ that won’t cut the mustard.


A psychic won’t be passing on information from departed loved ones, but will be able to gain information in a way that is beyond the realm of the physical senses. If you’re looking to get answers about your life or your future, then a genuine psychic might be able to help you, as they will be able to tune in to your past, present and maybe even future. But, in the same way that a medium must convince you that they are tuned in to your loved one before passing a message to you from them, a psychic must convince you that they are truly tuned in to your life before passing on information about your future. Then you should be able to have faith in the information they present to you about your future. This is one way you can define a genuine psychic, especially when it comes to readings.


Many people throughout history have predicted future events, from religious men to the gypsy in the street who will offer to tell a person’s future for payment. ‘Seers’ like this won’t have undergone the process of psychic development that mediums undertake, refining their abilities in a development circle. Before the founding of the Spiritualist National Union (SNU) in 1901, however, no firm distinctions were made, and those who claimed to be mediums were tarred with the same brush as psychics and seers.


However they were known, at the outset of the Spiritualist movement, mediums produced dense noisy phenomena in their communications with the spirit world. Tables turned, raps rapped and voices were heard. Objects would levitate and hands, or other body parts, would appear out of thin air. Voices would be heard, sometimes using cones, or ‘trumpets’, as megaphones. All this was known as ‘physical mediumship’.


One man who genuinely shocked some of the most eminent men of his day with his ability to produce astounding feats of physical mediumship was Daniel Dunglas Home.


‘Impossible to the Rational Mind’


Daniel Dunglas Home, pronounced Hume, was born in Currie near Edinburgh on 20 March 1833. He came from a large family and was fostered out to an uncle and aunt, who moved to Connecticut in the United States. By the time he was a teenager, so much spiritual activity was going on around him that his aunt asked him to leave home.


It seemed that his very presence caused phenomena to occur. He soon became a sought-after medium, and eventually the guest of many royal households throughout Europe. Unlike so many others of his day, he didn’t demand that the lights be turned low, instead preferring to perform his amazing feats in the light; he never charged directly for his services; he held his séances at his sitters’ homes rather than his own; and he always allowed his skills to be tested under scientific conditions.


In his deeper trances, spirits used his voice to speak directly to their loved ones, and complete conversations would take place between them. When his trance state was lighter and he was more conscious, objects, including heavy items of furniture, might levitate in rooms where he was sitting. He himself would often be seen to leave the ground and float around a room in front of many witnesses. At one séance in 1868 he is said to have floated out of a third-storey window and floated back in through another one. During his séances, objects in the room, when not levitating of their own accord, would appear to be stuck to the table and would defy gravity when the table would raise itself to a vertical position. Musical instruments would play independently of people and spirit voices would be heard, again without assistance of the medium.
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