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Telepathic Tales



“An extraordinary compendium that unveils a hidden dimension of human experience, revealing the uncanny reality of mind-to-mind communication and psychic phenomena across cultures and throughout history. Daniel Bourke’s meticulous research and storytelling offer compelling evidence for these mysterious abilities—so often dismissed by conventional science, yet woven deeply into the fabric of our collective memory. Overflowing with rare anecdotes and astonishing premonitions, Telepathic Tales is a captivating journey into the unexplained powers of the human mind. Examined through the lens of contemporary psychic research, these tales shed light on the universal human experience of extrasensory perception that conventional science often overlooks.”

DAVID JAY BROWN, AUTHOR OF DREAMING WIDE AWAKE AND
THE ILLUSTRATED FIELD GUIDE TO DMT ENTITIES

“In Telepathic Tales, Daniel Bourke gathers an impressive, convincing, and entertaining body of evidence from folklore and legend around the world that attests to the global ubiquity of what we call the paranormal. His wide research argues that precognition, bilocation, clairvoyance, and other realities still denied by Western science are a common human experience, one that readers of this engaging book can share.”

GARY LACHMAN, AUTHOR OF DREAMING AHEAD OF TIME
AND TOUCHED BY THE PRESENCE

“In Telepathic Tales, Daniel Bourke takes the reader on a multicultural voyage of discovery through the history of vivid case studies of such paranormal experiences as precognitive visitations, mysterious dreams, and glimpses of the afterlife. This is an enjoyable book that encompasses the full range of psychic experiences dating back to the birth of civilization and as far away as Peru, Iran, Sweden, and Japan. By presenting numerous accounts from modern Western parapsychologists all the way back to ancient times, Bourke has given the reader a different and personal way to consider not only the meaning of ESP, but also the reason for our very existence.”

MARC J. SEIFER, PH.D., AUTHOR OF WHERE DOES MIND END?

“Telepathic Tales is a visionary collection of testimonies confirming the very real possibility that precognition exists within all of us. Read it for the compelling data it is and discover the power of transcending time in your own mind.”

THERESA CHEUNG, SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
THE DREAM DICTIONARY FROM A TO Z AND
COAUTHOR OF THE PREMONITION CODE

“Are you open to knowing that our minds are much more intertwined than the narratives of conventional science tell us? That you are not just an individual but part of the collective human organism? Through the collective human mind, you are enmeshed not only with other people, but also with the plants and animals of our natural world. In Telepathic Tales you will find compelling evidence of our interconnectedness. Read this book and connect!”

BERNARD BEITMAN, M.D., AUTHOR OF MEANINGFUL
COINCIDENCES AND LIFE-CHANGING SYNCHRONICITIES

“A veritable treasure trove of anomalous human experiences from disparate cultures and centuries that, collectively, remind us how deeply connected we are. Bourke’s painstaking archival work is reminiscent of a botanist collecting and cataloging specimens to ultimately enrich the field. The materialist paradigm will be sorely challenged by these many, many voices that speak of transcendent—yet surprisingly ordinary and intimate—knowledge from across the arc of human history.”

PATRICIA PEARSON, AUTHOR OF OPENING HEAVEN’S DOOR

“Bourke has mastered the art of portraying—in a well-documented way—a wide range of cases of telepathy, premonition, and death-related phenomena across the centuries and in different cultures and traditions expressed by these extrasensory abilities reported since the dawn of time. They all point to our true nature as spiritual beings—with consciousness as the fundamental essence of reality. Telepathic Tales is an important contribution to the elaboration of a post-materialist philosophy. I highly recommend this outstanding book.”

EVELYN ELSAESSER, AUTHOR OF SPONTANEOUS
CONTACTS WITH THE DECEASED
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To the anthropologist we say, the evidence we adduce is your own evidence, that of books of travel in all lands and countries. If you may argue from it, so may we. Some of it is evidence to unusual facts, more of it is evidence to singular beliefs, which we think not necessarily without foundation.

ANDREW LANG, THE MAKING OF RELIGION





Foreword

Gregory Shushan, Ph.D.

Throughout history and around the world, people have reported extraordinary experiences of clairvoyance, telepathy, and related unusual phenomena. Sometimes these experiences are spontaneous, at other times they are deliberately sought and brought about by ritual activity. They can occur in dreams and in visionary trance states, as well as in fully waking moments. Sometimes they are dramatic—such as individuals “appearing” to someone before they have actually arrived (known as a vardoger in Scandinavian folklore)—though at other times they are simply feelings, vague premonitions, or even hunches. The types of information acquired through such apparently “paranormal” means range from the mundane to the profound: forewarnings of deaths, medical information that will facilitate healing, the location of missing objects, and revelations of metaphysical realities.

Accounts of such experiences are not confined to “insider” literature written only by true believers. Indeed, the majority of the accounts in the present book have been culled from the works of Western scholars: anthropologists, historians, folklorists, classicists, and so on. While scholars are only as reliable as their sources, the fact that these experiences have been reported from so many diverse and often unconnected cultures has profound implications. It suggests one of two things: people around the world invent similar kinds of stories about supernatural phenomena or people around the world genuinely have these kinds of experiences.

Even among some of Bourke’s sources—the very people who have reported the accounts—there is skepticism as to their reality. While there is no true consensus, the sources being products of their times (many date back to over a hundred years ago or more), most of the scholars place Western modes of thought, reason, and religion above those of the individuals they studied. With rare exceptions, few took the logical step of examining the reported phenomena in light of contemporary accounts from psychical research—a field that blossomed in the nineteenth century and has never gone away.

One might argue that evaluating truth claims is not the remit of the anthropologist or historian of religions, but an equally valid argument is that unless one is prepared to take seriously the extraordinary experiences within a given society, only a partial and indeed incomplete understanding of that society is possible. In other words, the refusal to engage with extraordinary phenomena as universal human phenomena is to impose Western scholarly assumptions and disciplinary dogmas on the societies themselves. This is not only a value judgment, but it also creates an artificial gulf between culture and extraordinary experience, and implicitly adopts the stance that such accounts are invented and therefore untrue. And yet those same scholars accept more or less without question what their sources say about the facts of history, or what their Indigenous informants tell them about their kinship systems, diet, taboos, rituals, crafts, food production, burial practices, and so on.

Herein lies the importance of this, Bourke’s second book, Telepathic Tales. In presenting accounts from such a range of sources, the author demonstrates that these are indeed panhuman phenomena. As such, they require explanation. His chapter on the vardoger phenomenon, for example, raises the kinds of questions addressed by the sociologist David Hufford in his work on sleep paralysis, most notably in his classic study The Terror that Comes in the Night.1 Hufford was the first to identify the cross-cultural occurrence of reports in which an individual describes being held down by an ominous presence, a weight on the chest, waking in a state of terror and being unable to move or even scream (and in a terrified state). The experience seems incredibly, confusingly real to those who have them. Hufford discovered that while sleep paralysis is found around the world, the identity of the malignant presence is culturally determined: in Newfoundland it is the Old Hag, in Cambodia an angry ghost, in the United States extraterrestrial aliens, and so on.

This demonstrates the profound impact of extraordinary experiences upon human beliefs in the supernatural; but while this particular phenomenon is proven to have a mundane psychological explanation, what of the veridical accounts found in the present book, of those who dream of events that later come to pass, or those who see apparitions of individuals not known to have died, among so many other types of “unexplained” phenomena? Does the sheer weight of these accumulated accounts lend them more credence? Of course, they might all be dismissed by skeptics as simply “anecdotal” in the sense that they are not consistently replicable under controlled scientific laboratory experiments. That, however, does nothing to explain the existence of the accounts across time and across cultures in the first place.

Aside from its importance for these types of philosophical questions, the range of phenomena—many of which have been underrepresented in discussions of the paranormal—as well as the varieties of cultures makes for fascinating and engaging reading. As with his previous book, Apparitions at the Moment of Death, readers will marvel at the depth and breadth of Bourke’s research and his command of the sources.

Among the numerous accounts reviewed are those involving such famous individuals as Charles Dickens, Mark Twain, Daniel Defoe, Carl Jung, and the famous medium Eileen J. Garrett—not to mention the numerous saints, shamans, and other holy figures of different religious traditions, from Rumi to Saint Anthony to Chaitanya Mahaprabhu. Perhaps the majority, however, involve everyday people who at least initially find their unbidden, spontaneous experience bewildering. This again emphasizes both the diversity of contexts for the reporting of such experiences and the author’s skill in hunting them down. In one section alone we are swept along by accounts from Native Americans, ancient Chinese, Aboriginal Australians, medieval Italians, nineteenth-century psychical researchers, Indigenous Africans, ancient Greeks, early Celtic Irish, medieval Japanese, and church fathers of the Middle East, to name but a few!

The vast scope of this rich work is truly astonishing and provides the foundations for a world’s history of the diverse forms of telepathy, clairvoyance, and precognition. Daniel Bourke has not only done a service to researchers in compiling so many accounts from such an impressively wide range of sources, he has also produced an entertaining and highly readable book.

Gregory Shushan, Ph.D.

San Francisco, California

Gregory Shushan, Ph.D., is the leading authority on near-death experiences and afterlife beliefs across cultures and throughout history. He is an award-winning author affiliated with Birmingham Newman University, University of Winchester, Marian University, and the Parapsychology Foundation. A former researcher at the University of Oxford and University of Wales, he lives in San Francisco.
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Death, Life, and the Magic in the Mind


Despite all the technology and the animal experimentation, we are no closer now to grasping the neural basis of experience than we were a hundred years ago. Currently, we lack even a back-of-the-envelope theory about what the behavior of individual cells contributes to consciousness. This in itself is no scandal. It is a scandal if we allow the hype to obscure the fact that we are in the dark.

ALVA NOË




In all ages, certain people have claimed knowledge not only of ordinary things; they have also claimed secret knowledge of extraordinary things. According to the records of all lands, information about distant events in space and time has, by some magical means, become mysteriously known to the suitably receptive individual. Despite our prevailing ideas regarding the “location” and reach of the mind and consciousness itself, we are still in the early stages. Neuroscience is mere decades into its existence, and the hard problem of squaring the experience of consciousness with the material machinations of the physical brain is as great a challenge as ever. There is much room for discovery, and little room for philosophical biases in assessing anomalous facts. Indeed, although unknown to many, there exists a mysteriously persistent body of knowledge that speaks to something more, some further fascinating frontier.

If the evidence and collected attestation of the folklorists, the anthropologists and ethnologists, the historians, and the parapsychologists are to be believed, the mind reaches out far and wide beyond arm’s length and, at times, breezes by the restraints and limitations we may have hastily placed upon it. Here, a great variety of those sources will be brought to bear, at most upon their reality and, at the very least, upon the questions of ubiquity and belief regarding these seemingly “extrasensory” capacities—and they have long been recorded.

In these pages, we will encounter examples ranging from Greek seer Iamos—who announced the death of Hercules at the moment of its occurrence to the legendary twins Castor and Pollux—to the far-reaching visions of the shaman in his ecstatic trance, who might warn his tribe of approaching danger or inform them regarding the location of game or lost items. Whether from within or without the Abrahamic religions, their saints, too, commonly claimed or were ascribed often indistinguishable abilities such as thought reading, consorting with dead martyrs, bilocation, and myriad others. The witches, wizards, and heroes of romance, too, were privy to secret things: strange and accurate knowledge of their own oncoming deaths and the deaths of others, intimations regarding the well-being of loved ones, and so on.

While many illustrious witnesses to these strange and wondrous events fill historical and legendary volumes, the folklorists, gathering their tales from as far apart as the plains of Peru, the haunted highlands of Scotland, or the snowy taiga forests of the northern latitudes, have recorded the same among the ordinary people of all continents. In our own age, too, our contemporaries continue to be moved by the same magic.

While esteemed classicists, psychologists, parapsychologists, and other serious scholars who dared to approach these psychical topics in the late nineteenth century and beyond, concerned with presenting their best academic face in a climate highly skeptical of their work, largely dismissed the testimony of the past, we are under no such constraints here and bring some much-needed historical and cross-cultural volume to the conversation. The reader, then, can decide their ultimate value. It is this magic in the mind that will be the subject of the following chapters.
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I Knew You Were Coming

Vardogers and Strange
Knowledge of a Visitor’s Arrival


Witches have red eyes, and cannot see far, but they have a keen scent like the beasts, and are aware when human beings draw near.

JACOB GRIMM




In the 1970s a rural Finnish woman offered the following memorate to Leea Virtanen, former professor of Finnish and comparative folk poetry studies:

My mother had the gift of knowing in advance when visitors were coming and who they would be. She had this gift all her life. Occasionally, she has been mistaken, but then it has turned out that the person intended to come, but was prevented.1

Some decades earlier, in his autobiography, English writer Osbert Sitwell stated, rather unceremoniously, regarding his time at boarding school, that:

I knew beforehand when my mother, or my brother or sister, was coming to see me. Infallibly, invariably, and without being informed of it, I became aware the previous day, and even when it appeared most unlikely that such a visit was impending, and equally I could tell if suddenly it had to be postponed.2*

While a couple of anecdotes may not impress, such experiences are surprisingly common and involve the seeming reception of knowledge regarding the approach of someone to one’s own location at a time when this couldn’t have been conventionally known. This, as we’ll see, might be a visitor known to the informant, a loved one, a stranger, an animal, or even entire armies, and may become known by way of a dream, a vision, a footstep, a voice, a scent, or a sound. While there is no agreed-upon terminology to describe what seems to present as “clairvoyant” or “telepathic” experiences, they are nevertheless widely found. Renowned novelist Charles Dickens wrote in his journal of just such a thing, a dream regarding which he made it clear that “all the circumstances” were “exactly told.” Dickens saw a lady in a red shawl who identified herself as “Miss Napier.” Dickens wondered in the morning why on earth he would dream such a thing, noting he had never heard of a Miss Napier. That same night, however, the identical lady in the red shawl turned up in his retiring room, and her name was Miss Napier. She had been traveling to see him with two others known to him.3

Vardøger (vard-deh-ay’-grr) or, roughly, “spiritual predecessor,” is the Norwegian term most closely related to these experiences, and unlike the numerous strange and seemingly “extrasensory” phenomena that have been so well described over the past half century, these mysterious vardogers and especially their relatives have gone mostly untouched.4 They have certainly been acknowledged to some degree; how much they have been historically and cross-culturally represented, however, remains significantly and conspicuously unexplored. These phenomena themselves, as it happens, are found not just among a variety of folkloric sources, but literary, allegorical, anecdotal, anthropological, and legendary sources on every continent. Here, we hope, for the first time, to give a much firmer indication in this regard. Furthermore, the extent to which these mysterious accounts have been neglected warrants the relatively bulky presentation that will be our first and longest chapter here, the first port of call in our explorations of these “telepathic tales.”

WORLD OF VISIONS AND VARDOGERS

While these are phenomena most commonly associated with Norse and some Scottish sources, such visions, dreams, and intimations are to be found in impressive abundance much further afield, for example, among Africans, Polynesians, Siberians, and the First Peoples spanning the entirety of the Americas. Even those spread liberally throughout the present chapter are only indicative of a much greater trove of accounts that have rarely, if ever, been related to their more recognized northern European counterparts.

Award-winning American folklorist Barre Toelken was himself greatly impressed with such incidents—which fell under the category of “moccasin telegraph,” as it is often referred to among the Navajo Indians—and gave numerous examples. One of a particularly striking character from 1956 had the author driving over three hundred miles from Salt Lake City to a reserve in Blanding, Utah. When he arrived, Toelken found an old Navajo woman preparing food. Upon speaking to her regarding his arrival, she said, “Of course, that’s why I cooked up all this food!” Toelken expressed great disbelief, noting this woman had no way to know they were coming—no electricity, phone, or even windows. The rather measured folklorist had “no doubt” these things happened, although he made clear the difficulty in explaining them.5 While again, singular stories may not impress, Toelken observed that these anecdotes are common and that, while surprise was often the reaction of outsiders, for the Navajo themselves, it was rather taken for granted.

According to Danish polar explorer, author, and anthropologist Peter Freuchen, when he visited an old friend called Manasse in Ikamiut, a settlement in western Greenland, he was, upon his arrival, “greeted with a smile” before Manasse noted that “he had known we were coming because his last few dreams had told him of our arrival.”6

English ethnologist and folklorist Charles Hill-Tout, who worked primarily in British Columbia, heard of an elk man and his wife who lived among the Canadian Salish and Dene Indians “long ago.” Their daughter left home to seek an old aunt who lived somewhere far to the south. She had not, however, traveled long before her aunt, who was a very wise woman, learned in a dream that her niece was on her way to seek her out.7

Strange Connections

Something of interest here is the extent to which these events are often incidentally referenced, presented dispassionately by those recording them, and divorced from any “vardoger-specific” or otherwise strange or spiritual/psychical context. The social scientists, in fact, have independently recorded innumerable examples and often express great surprise at their occurrence. Like Toelken, Elmer Miller, anthropologist and former chair of the Anthropology Department at Temple University, Pennsylvania, gave multiple anecdotes of this kind. While in the Gran Chaco region of South America on August 11, 1960, Miller pointed out very briefly in his chapter notes that a practicing pastor of the Toba people, Acosta, had a vision of their coming the night before he and another of his colleagues set out to visit him. In relation to this vision, Elmer wrote that, “Despite more than a year in this cultural milieu, I was perplexed.”8

Considering how little has been written on these prophetic intuitions, it is unsurprising that ethnologists, folklorists, and, as we’ll see, hagiographers (the biographers of the saints) rarely make the connection between their own records and those of the relatively more established visions and vardogers of the north. Nevertheless, they persist. In another diary entry, Miller writes of a man, Jose, who dreamed that Miller’s daughters were coming to visit, which the author later confirmed to Jose by presenting photographs upon their actual arrival.9 He also wrote seven years earlier in his diary that while visiting a man named Jose Braunstein, another named Valentin Moreno arrived “because he dreamed Braunstein would have a visitor” and says nothing more.10

These are by no means unprecedented reports among academically oriented travelers to those particular regions. Psychotherapist Bradford Keeney, after arriving at Curuguaty, a village in Paraguay, heard from a great shaman there that he had dreamed he was on the way and had informed the community that they might be prepared for his arrival.11

Mystery Across the Americas

Among the Sibundoy of southwestern Colombia it is particularly strongly believed that people can dream of a visitor’s coming before they arrive. One Sibundoy gave an example, which echoed Sitwell’s and, like Toelken, later referred to their ubiquity. “I dreamed of so and so,” the informant’s father used to say, “and then truly the next day in the evening that person would arrive. And so it was true.” The Sibundoy, indeed, have a saying, genti-mi muscu-chi-mi, caya-ndi chi genti chaya-ngapa ca, which McDowell gives as meaning “You are made to dream a person, the next day that person will arrive.”12

Anthropologist Philip DeVita wrote that after looking for a man of the New Mexico Mescalero people, an Apache tribesman named Bernard, he finally met his wife, who told him that Bernard was already waiting for him. “You’re late” were Bernard’s first words to the author. “How could I be late when I didn’t know I was coming here?” DeVita replied, further stating, “I, thinking only of telephones, denied having been called.” Bernard shrugged and said he had dreamed specifically that someone had arrived on the reservation with whom he was going to record some of the things he knew about his people. As it happened, this was DeVita’s plan for the day.13 These were not new ideas in the Americas and were certainly not some solely imported belief. As early as 1681, Spanish missionaries found that among the inhabitants of what is now New Mexico, peyote cactus was used to induce visions in which “a person could tell just what persons might be on the way from New Spain to New Mexico.”14

Shifting scenes for a moment for something related, Presbyterian minister and missionary George Schwab had an instance of the “seeing eye” among a Liberian tribe in which there were rumors circulating of an approaching party of foreigners bringing harm to them. Acting upon this rumor, one of their seers applied a certain medicine to his eye and had an “oracular vision in which he saw the palaver [war] coming,” and they did really arrive.15 Worlds away, too, American humorist and folklorist Charles Leland, in 1893, was given surprisingly similar information regarding certain Sibyls, witches, and fortune tellers who were then famed in Florence, Italy. One of these was personally known to him. They were renowned for many skills, which, as was the case with so many shamans and medicine men, were apparently often expressed “by virtue of certain plants.” Of most interest here is that, using their divination, “they would predict the coming of people.”16

Returning to the Americas, though, when pioneering German-American anthropologist Franz Boas visited the dwelling of a Kwakiutl Indian on the Pacific Northwest Coast, that man, named Ai’x’agdda’lagdlis, seemed to know he would be arriving. “This was my dream last night,” he said, “that you should come into my house here, friends.”17

In a more legendary Seneca Indian tale from New York State, an old man crossing a clearing heard a cry above him and saw a human leg writhing and bleeding among the clouds. That night, the man, confused as to the meaning of this, dreamed of its interpretation. He now somehow knew the stone giants, common figures in Seneca and some Iroquois folktales, would be coming the following day. That morning, he took some friends to a high mountain and heard the war songs of the marching giants as they arrived.18 However fantastical might be their mythical records, the Seneca invariably report the same things in more grounded memorates too. When a certain man arrived home, his mother-in-law told him that she dreamed he would arrive and that she and her daughter were already waiting for him.19

As with the Seneca, these ideas may be as much found in the myths of the California Indians as they are in their more sober anecdotes. In the midst of a Mewan Indian creation myth, we read of a Captain Ho’-ho the Buzzard who, at one point, tells his people, “I dreamed that a north Indian is coming—the son of Yi’-yi.” He then tells those with him to watch, and they did. “After a while,” they saw him coming, and he reached their village shortly thereafter.20

Among the Grand Canyon–based Havasupai Indians, we read in a retold version of one of their tales that a young boy spends the night with three girls who lie to him, telling him they are single and virgins. In the middle of the night, however, he wakes up from a dream in which he learns they are the wives of a man named Blackbird, and that Blackbird was, at that very moment, coming to find him. As soon as he finished exclaiming this, Blackbird arrived.21

Howling Fox, a native man of the Pawnee Indians of Oklahoma, dreamed of a certain woman, who told him, “I want to speak to you [. . .] Tomorrow remain on the grounds and I will be there to talk to you.” The next morning, he went to the grounds, and in the evening, when the men had all gone home, he sat still waiting. Soon he saw the woman from his dream coming toward him from the west.22

Despite proclaiming his general disbelief, ethnologist Daniel Brinton also relayed examples that he admitted to being “outside the realms of chance.” According to Captain Jonathon Carver, he, in 1767, was among certain Indians whose chief had been specifically consulted as to when the relief, which they then relied upon, would arrive. After the “usual preliminaries,” presumably some form of induced vision, this chief announced that the next day, exactly when the sun reached its zenith, a canoe would arrive. According to Brinton, “At the appointed hour the whole village, together with the incredulous Englishman, was on the beach, and sure enough, at the minute specified, a canoe swung round a distant point of land, and rapidly approaching the shore brought the expected news.”23

The chief, the medicine man, the magician, the wise person, the witch—his or her clairvoyance is expected. When the shaman dreams, his literal soul, or some aspect of it, is widely believed to leave the body and view the actual surrounding landscape. These out-of-body experiences are taken very seriously; in many cases, only visions that later proved true were enough for the specialist to retain their reputation. This can be spoken to more broadly with reference to, for example, the Chorote Indians of Paraguay. When a Chorote shaman is said to have “dreamed of a man far away,” it is stipulated that “he had not only dreamed it; since he was a shaman, he had [literally] seen him.”24

As it relates to the present subject, such clairvoyance is ubiquitous. Some of the shamans of northeastern Asia are said to “look around in a dream” and accurately predict the coming of visitors in this way. In one example, Scabby-One, a Chukchi shaman native to eastern Siberia, said to his wife, “Place me near the rear wall and give me my drum, I shall beat it for a while, I shall look around in a dream.” After a while, he said to his wife, “Have plenty of food cooked today. Guests are coming.”25 Something similar comes from the Naskapi of Lake Saint John in Canada, when one of them stepped outside camp and felt a sudden feeling of fear. He told others to pick up and beat their drums. “Yes! He is coming. I know it,” he said. He soon discovered, using his “inner power,” that a cannibal was coming in their direction, after which he directed his power against him. The man was later found dead. “His drum spoke the truth.”26

Easter Island, Australia, Siberia, and Beyond

Some nine thousand kilometers away, according to English archaeologist and anthropologist Katherine Routledge, the Indigenous people of Easter Island were powerfully attuned to their dreams, noting that they might relay information such as regarding someone coming home with “all the assurances of a wireless message.”27

Belgian-French explorer Alexandra David-Neel had an experience in Tibet in which her porter was two months late in returning from an errand. She dreamed that he arrived “in a somewhat unusual fashion, wearing a sun hat of a foreign shape. He had never worn such a hat.” The next morning, the man, Wangdu, arrived, and as David-Neel noted, “exactly as I had seen him in my dream.” This case, in fact, exactly resembles the typical vardoger in that, after the dream, the apparition of Wangdu was also seen, and then seen to disappear ahead of his actual arrival.28 The very same was true of something recorded in a history of Inverness County in Nova Scotia. A young girl saw a vision of a certain man, seemingly dead, in the house where she was staying that night. The following evening, that very man arrived at the house. She ran to her mother, saying, “Oh, mamma, that is the dead man I saw last night.” The man, according to the tale, died within the hour.29

In County Kildare, Ireland, one Bishop Ibor of Moville was in the process of describing to his brothers a vision in which he thought he had seen the Blessed Virgin, Mary; however, when Brigid, the saint who was perhaps held in the most affection among saints in Ireland, entered his chamber after traveling to Kildare, Ibor exclaimed, “This is the woman I saw!”30

South African journalist Lawrence George Green noted rather in passing, regarding the Sahara Desert, that “Centuries before wireless telegraphy came to the Sahara, there were men in the great trading centres, Timbuktu and Kano, Cairo and Khartoum, who announced when a caravan would arrive.” Green noted that even in his own time there, there was “usually a wise old man who will predict the day and the hour when new faces will be seen under the palms.”31

While the specialist may induce these experiences in order to attain the relevant information, as did the New Mexicans with peyote or Brinton’s “usual preliminaries,” we have seen that by no means are they solely capable of such things. Ethnologist and anthropologist Craighill Handy, in fact, observed among the Polynesians that “since the soul was believed to be capable of wandering off by itself when the physical body was asleep,” therefore was “every man in his sleeping hours at least a clairvoyant and seer.”32 This tallies with anecdotes given much later, and indeed, just as had the Chuckchi shaman with his drum, certain of our more recent informants have attempted such things themselves. American doctor of botany Louisa Rhine gave the case of a woman from Indiana who was headed for Indianapolis when it dawned on her that she had not telegraphed ahead and there would be no one there to meet her. This woman specifically “decided to try telepathy” and repeated to herself, “Meet the two a.m. train.” When she arrived, her husband was there to meet her, and when she asked how he knew she was going to be arriving, he said, “I don’t know. I was sound asleep when something kept telling me to meet the two a.m. train from St. Louis. So I got up and called the station and was told there was a two a.m. train from St. Louis—so I met it.”33

None of this, of course, is to diminish the place of the specialist, as certainly spontaneous cases generally seem to be rarer events in an individual’s life than those of the former. Coming back to Rhine’s account, though, we see the impact and believability of the dream in that it spurred the man to action. A Jewish tale is similar in this way and positions the legendary Rabbi Judah the Pious in the midst of a vision that “so and so” was coming to see him. Then he said to his students, “I smell the fire of hell. A Gentile is coming, who will ask for me. Tell him I am not at home and he cannot see me.” When the man arrived, as the vision had suggested, his pupils told him that Judah was not home.34

Returning to Africa, when anthropologist Rosalind Shaw was studying migrant Temne diviners in Kono, Sierra Leone, a Temne diamond digger who showed her around told her that he was helping her with her work “because,” as Shaw explained it, “he had ‘dreamed’ me before I arrived.”35 While the stipulation was made that she had a different face in the dream, the rest was implied to be intact, and the belief, possibility, and/or reality of such things are made clear.

On the other side of the globe, recorder of traditions and folklore Janet Mathews gave an instance from an Aboriginal Australian community in which, one evening by the fire, a man named Barker overheard an old man saying “um-um” and a moment later, “er-er.” Barker tells us that these sounds were often an indication “that a message had been received.” The old man turned to another and said, “Billy will be here tomorrow.” The following afternoon, he arrived.36

Returning to Siberia, we read, according to explorer Vladimir Arseniev, that a certain shaman invited two others from distant places due to the sudden illness of a young man. They arrived so quickly that it seemed they must have set out before any messenger could have physically arrived. According to Russian anthropologist Sergei Shirokogorov “the Tungus speak about such cases as a common thing and do it when they have no time for sending a messenger.”37 Unlike the likes of Brinton, it is clear Shirokogorov took these accounts rather seriously, suggesting the experiences may be taken as a starting point for investigation. He then gave an account in which a small Tungus boy “saw” his grandfather’s uncle kill his father. The boy predicted that the murderer would return after three days, which occurred exactly as it was laid out.38

Among the Yakuts, a Turkic ethnic group who mainly live in the Republic of Sakha on the Russian landmass, one named Omogon dreamed that a particular man seemed to have come to town. “Let eight horsemen try to find the man and bring him here,” were his orders. Accordingly, the man was found.39 Farther west, an old tale from Alaska has a woman dreaming that her older brothers came into the shelter where she had been staying. Suddenly she hears a noise, and there are her older brothers, who have just arrived.40

Louis Golomb noted that then modern-day Muslim curer-magicians in Thailand would “frequently inform their visitors that the latter’s unheralded arrival has already been foreshadowed in one of the magician’s dreams or visions.”* Occurrences of this kind are considered to be one of the nontherapeutic miracles that would be cited “over and over again” as an indicator of the individual’s supernatural power, perhaps lending truth to our later ideas regarding their common implementation in the lives of the saints.41

Described in The Atlantic Monthly of July 1866 was a case in which a party of voyagers were fatigued and in danger, depreciating from their original ten to a mere three along the plains near the Mackenzie River in northwestern Canada. When those last three were similarly ready to turn home, they were met by some warriors of the very group they were looking for. They had apparently been sent by their medicine man to intercept the travelers; their arms and attire were “minutely described.” When the one of the warriors was asked to explain this extraordinary occurrence, he could apparently offer no other explanation than that he saw them coming and heard them talk on their journey.42

Thirty-eight years earlier, in 1828, something similar came about regarding the rescue of a vessel from Quebec bound for Liverpool, although it was spontaneous and did not involve any specialists. A certain shipmate of the captain relayed to him a dream. “Captain,” he said, “we shall be relieved this very day.” When asked what reason he had for saying so, he replied, as the captain went on to note, “that he had dreamed that he was on board a bark, and that she was coming to our rescue. He described her appearance and rig; and, to our utter astonishment, when your vessel hove in sight, she corresponded exactly to his description of her.”43

From the pioneer times of California, a certain Englishman, Lusk, had come into the service of one Captain Sam Jackson of the Bark of Blue Bell ship. After some time together, Lusk told the captain, “I dreamed of you before you came here; I longed to be in your service.”44 British geologist and surgeon John Beaumont noted similar occurrences regarding “those who have second sight.” The author tells us of a man who could look into the fire and know which stranger would be coming to his house the next day, or even very shortly on that same day.45

Almost two hundred years later, an account also given as an example of second sight came in the words of a hospital surgeon regarding a patient of theirs. We read of a man confined to his bed and increasingly attacked by “mental derangements.” Among a number of clairvoyant feats, he told his sister, “There is a handsome man and an old woman coming to see you this afternoon.” A coach soon arrived, bringing her brother and a nurse for her father from eleven miles away.46 Something of notable similarity may be found among a collection of beliefs and superstitions from Utah. A certain Mrs. G had been bedridden for years when she dreamed of a white-haired man coming to visit her. One morning, she noticed the very same man from her dream coming up the walkway.47

While the majority of accounts of interest here involve the visitor arriving soon after or coincidentally with the vision, there are many cases where longer time frames are involved. This is brought out in “The Poor Widow’s Son,” an old Armenian folktale. After twenty years away from home, a father returns without telling anyone, only to see his wife embracing another as he approaches where his house used to be. He overhears the woman, who happened to be speaking about him; she told the other person the following: “Last night I dreamed in my dream that he had come home.”48

The same was true in a much older account involving a monk, one of the founders of the Cistercian order, Stephen Harding. He is said to have been at the bedside of one of his dying brethren in the south of France when a vision came upon him. He told the abbot that he saw a multitude of men washing their clothes in a fountain of pure water near the church of Citeaux. According to the tale, “The dream was taken to mean that a multitude would come to Citeaux to wash their stained garments white by repentance.” The author notes that the monastery was very rarely visited, let alone by more than one man, yet in the year 1113, a large number of men entered the cloister, begged to be admitted as novices, and wished to change their clothes for the cowl of Saint Benedict.49

The stories, then, share striking similarities, and their collectors and experiencers return remarkably similar sentiments and idiosyncrasies, however far apart they might be collected. The social scientists, the folklorists, and the collectors of curious anecdotes record the same strange phenomenon among specialists and laymen alike.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Long ago, English poet and topographer George Waldron spoke to a “prevalent superstition” as it then existed on the Isle of Man. He mentions certain sorts of “friendly demons” who “give notice of any stranger’s approach.” He himself, while visiting a friend, noted with the same cool yet intrigued mindset as had Toelken that:

As difficult as I found it to bring myself to give any faith to this, I have frequently been very much surprised, when on visiting a friend, I have found the table ready spread, and everything in order to receive me, and been told by the person to whom I went, that he had knowledge of my coming or some other guest by these good-natured intelligences. [. . .] That this is a fact, [Waldron continued] I am positively convinced by many proofs, but how or wherefore it should be so, has frequently given me much matter of Reflection.50

Perhaps unbeknownst to Waldron, who had expressed the same surprise as would the ethnologists, the anthropologists, and others, the fact that some external intelligence might be involved in the relaying of this information speaks strongly to the vardoger itself; the idea in Norse folklore being that the individual has a companion spirit who goes ahead and warns of their arrival. In Norway, in fact, it was customary to open the door for a guest twice: once for the guest and once for their companion spirit.51 It becomes clear just how old this particular idea is, not just in general but specifically in relation to these account types, in, for example, Virgil’s ancient Aeneid. There, as we’ll see, a “household god” gave knowledge of the visitors coming. This is very much the case, too, regarding the tutelary spirit of the shaman and, as we’ll see, other culturally particular messengers. Waldron picked up on something else, however. In speaking again to the real-world effects of these experiences, a distinctly large number of stories involve the subsequent preparation of food for the visitor whose arrival became mysteriously known. R. H. Molton, living in Yorkshire, England, took a job in Newcastle-upon-Tyne. One day, missing his wife, he decided on the “spur of the moment” to get a train home. He and his neighbors had no telephones then, but when he arrived home, Molton noted, in his own words, that his wife “had a meal ready for me and was waiting to greet me,” before going on to explain to him that she simply “had a feeling” he was coming home.52

While again, it is in the context of the vardoger that such visions and apparitions of coming visitors have most commonly been explored, most treatments simply report and reprint the same half-dozen accounts or so. Just as Toelken had found among the Navajo, psychiatrist Nils-Olof Jacobson, in one of those accounts, noted that in rural Sweden, such phenomena were not universally regarded as exceptional. Jacobson had a case from there in which the informant’s father was heard driving into the coach house, seen helping the coachman ungird the horses, but never came in. The informant found it rather natural to say, “Now they’ve come the first time, we can put on water for tea, for they’ll be here in fifteen minutes,” before noting, “I was never afraid of this, it was completely natural.”53

Researcher John Spencer gave the case of Wiers Jensen, an Oslo University student who “often found his meal ready for him” at his boarding house, and importantly, this was the case “no matter what time he arrived.” His landlady had apparently become accustomed to seeing his vardoger prior to his arrival and knew therefore when to begin cooking.54 Similarly, Olof Jonsson, a Swedish-American engineer and claimed psychic, noted that his great-grandfather was “generally quite surprised” that his wife, who he claims was clairvoyant in certain situations, could so often have his meal “in order and served when he came, in spite of the fact that he arrived at times not agreed upon.”55

Canadian actor, novelist, and playwright Chris Humphreys, in the “author’s notes” section of his fictional book The Fetch, wrote, “My grandfather was psychic. He did walk into a building in Oslo and terrify the elevator operator, who swore he’d taken him up five minutes before—his first experience of vardogr.”56 The same basic phenomena are recorded from much earlier Swedish sources too. According to a fairy tale, after one of two sisters from the parish of Nasinge, not too far from Oslo, went missing, one of them dreamed of the absent other. “Make your bed tomorrow night in the barn,” she told her sister, “past which the trolls and I shall pass, and I will give you a handsome dower.” The next night, the girl made her bed in that barn and left the door open to see if her sister would come, which she did, just as the dream foretold.57

Motifs Represent Real Events

The dizzyingly numerous motifs of the folklorist are not merely arbitrary categories helpful in the organization of tales; they are often representative of phenomena reported among greatly disparate cultures as literal happenings. The extent to which these motifs are often representative of actual and ongoing wondrous events sometimes seems lost, even on the folklorist. They are consistently experienced and expressed by individuals unfamiliar with the related categories or traditions, and in this way, they unconsciously make their own contributions to those traditions. Thus, famed author Mark Twain, while lecturing, saw a lady well known to him enter the room. Later, having met him at supper, this woman told Twain that she had not been present and had been unable to arrive on time. Lang, having relayed this incident in an issue of The Illustrated London News, made the point that this was what Norwegians would call a vardoger and that Twain himself had no acquaintance with the phenomenon.58

Comparable was the case of the wife of David Leiter. Leiter, writing in the Journal for Scientific Exploration, decried the lack of work in this area and honed in wonderfully on how, while far less “flashy” or psychologically impactful than the near-death experience and other more popularized phenomena, some of those who experience this vardoger “are forever convinced that a purely materialistic worldview is untenable.” Leiter himself, having come home to his wife as usual, saw that she was in the kitchen preparing supper, a scenario that had occurred “thousands of times before” during their twenty-year marriage. Leiter was surprised, however, when she said, “What are you doing coming in again?” Upon questioning, she told her husband she had seen him come in about ten minutes before. While Leiter was dumbfounded, she became increasingly agitated and had their son corroborate her claim. Leiter concluded with the intriguing observation that, “For several years following this first experience, neither I, my wife, nor our son, had any idea that such a thing had ever happened to anyone else, much less knowing that the phenomenon actually had a name.”59

Classicist and pioneering parapsychologist Frederic Myers, too, in his meticulous work, gave no notice to the vardoger of the north when he gave Victorian examples of “cases where a man’s coming is unexpected, so that there is a real coincidence in the fact that his phantom is seen in the place to which he is going, shortly before he arrives there in flesh and blood.”60 Even for people descended from those lands, however, such things are often long forgotten. When American author Brad Steiger asked a minister of Norwegian descent if he knew of the vardoger, he replied in the negative. When Steiger described it, however, he nodded emphatically and observed that he never thought of them as spooky or even noteworthy enough to have a name of their own.61

While the phenomenon might profoundly affect some, then, it seems that for others, it was nothing quite so strange. Tallying with the observations made by the likes of Toelken and Jacobson among the Navajo and rural Swedes, respectively, philologist and lexicographer William Craigie, having collected numerous accounts from Norway, wrote that the vardoger “is not a thing which excites much surprise or anxiety among those to whom the idea is familiar; it is one of the recognized facts of ordinary life, even though its occurrence may be somewhat unusual.” Indeed, one of his informants, a teacher in the town of Drammen, having heard her husband’s characteristic steps, told her children, “Go to bed, children; it was only papa’s vardogr and now we know for certain that he will be home for tomorrow.” This despite him not being expected for days. He arrived an hour later.62

In another Norwegian account from 1936, the wife of a man named Gudbrand Molandssveen, a rail worker, “often heard him coming back at night, even though he was not yet there.” Indeed, she was so used to this phenomenon that “whenever she heard his vardoger, she would get up and fix some food for him.”63 Again, given by Eric Dodds, was the case of George Eady of South Wales. He wrote similarly in 1962 that “there had always existed a sort of telepathy between us” (he and his mother), further noting, “I many times descended upon her without notice, when I have been living many miles away, and found that she has been expecting me and has ordered extra provisions, etc.; but having been accustomed to this sort of thing since childhood I have never considered it to be remarkable.”64

Varsels, Etiäinens, and Forerunners

English-born author and editor William Sabine gave an account in which one of his Swedish pupils in London told him that, as a child, she and her family would hear their grandfather enter the house and take off his riding boots a half hour before the actual event took place.65 She specifically referred to this as a varsel. With a wider coverage than just sounds or apparitions, varsel, in fact, is a rather helpful term for us here in that, according to an old Swedish encyclopedia, they are “Mental experiences which appear to be a presage of future occurrences, or to be a witness to some contemporary or recent event which has not been cognized by any hitherto known forms of mental impressions.66 Varsel experiences can take the form of vague presentiments or true dreams or of hallucinations.”

Once again, in rural Finland, such things were very well known. The etiäinen was the name given and similarly involved the individual’s companion spirit, variously announcing their arrival ahead of time.67 Indeed, Leea Virtanen’s previously referenced Finnish sample contained “many instances of a percipient knowing when visitors are coming.”68 While the etiäinen goes unmentioned, Virtanen called these and related intimations “simultaneous informatory experiences.” In one of those, a young girl saw her brother in a waking vision wearing light-colored summer clothes and was so impressed with its meaning that he was returning home that she urged her mother to prepare a meal as he would soon be home.69

Across the Atlantic, another author, Pearl Rainwater, wrote that her North Dakotan grandmother of Norwegian heritage “often had this strange way of getting ready for visitors,” noting that she would suddenly spring up, stoke the fire, and set out cookies and drinks. “I just heard footsteps,” would be her explanation, with the visitor seemingly arriving soon thereafter.70 An English woman from the samples collected by folklorist Gillian Bennett told the author the following: “I’ve got up some mornings and thought, I must do so-and-so, because somebody might come. And they have come, you know. You know, tidy the kitchen or whatever. And I’ve thought, Isn’t it a good job I did it? They did come! Or I’ve made a batch of scones for unexpected visitors, and they have come!”71

We find the very same idea in a much older Hungarian folktale. A woman tells her lover, who had just arrived, “My dear, while you have been away, I had a dream. I dreamt that you would be coming home about this time of night, and therefore I’ve prepared all these savory things so I could serve you with your favorite dishes as soon as you came.” It seems in this case the woman drew on the belief in order to lie to her husband, nevertheless suggesting both the extent to which such things are believed possible and might not necessarily evoke surprise.72

From a collection of folklore on Canada’s Edward Island, where such happenings were particularly well known and fell under the category of a forerunner, we find something alike. The granddaughter of a Miss Macmillan tells that her grandfather was an engineer and was often away for days at a time. His wife, however, “would always know when he was going to return, though she never received any message from him.” Furthermore, she too would have a cup of tea, and some food prepared just before his arrival.73 Again, from New Brunswick, Canada, author William Savage gave a much earlier reference to the “Dubois House,” a building that entertained occasional travelers who happened to be passing through the region. One woman there, Miss Adely, while concerned as to whether or not her father would be coming along, was told by her Aunt Patty, “I’d a dream about him last night that makes me think he’s comin’.” Moments later, her father was standing at the door.74

Similarly relayed, from as far removed as thirteenth-century France, was the tale of a paralytic woman believed to have the gift of prophecy. It was said that when any of the abbots or monks of the Cistercian order came to her house, “it was revealed to her by God [a turn of phrase we will meet with often] before they came,” after which she would stipulate the day they would come and have her servants “prepare all that was necessary beforehand, and so it turned out.”75

Indian scholar and environmentalist Vandana Shiva wrote that her mother would somehow “always know which day I was coming and have the special food I liked cooked for me.” Shiva continued, “She did the same for my brother and sister, who were at different schools. She had some uncanny way of knowing what we were up to.”76

ANTIQUITY, FARTHER EAST, AND NOTHING NEW UNDER THE SUN

The great Irish hero Cú Chulainn, in The Wasting Sickness of Cú Chulainn, experiences a spiritual illness in which he dreams of two women, with one of them dressed in a green mantle. One year later, he recalls his vision and returns to where he had it, and the woman in the green mantle soon appears to him.77

If the particularly notable extent to which these accounts happen to turn up in Irish legend and myth speaks to their archaic pedigree, so too, of course, would those from antiquity. After his troops were routed by Caesar, Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, a general and statesman of the Roman Republic, escaped and wandered his way through Tempe and northern Thessaly and down to the sea. He rested in a fisherman’s hut and, in the morning, took to the waves. He soon saw a merchant ship in which there was a Roman who, “though not intimately acquainted with Pompey, nevertheless knew him by sight.” This man, Peticius, had dreamed of Pompey the previous night and was just telling this to his men when he turned around and recognized Pompey, whose appearance even matched the previous night’s vision.78

As previously alluded to, in Virgil’s Aenied, that man notes at one point while at sea that “In a dream my household gods instructed me that Dardanus (a son of Zeus), the founder of our race, had come from Hesperia, and thither we must bend our course,” which they proceeded to do.79 Irish religious scholar Eric Dodds was adamant that the extraordinarily influential Augustine of Hippo deserved a “more honorable place in the history of psychical research.” Augustine, in his Literal Commentary on Genesis, gives us something of notable similarity from late antiquity regarding a priest who would commonly visit a certain “hysterical” patient after a twelve-mile journey; this patient would “habitually recognize the moment at which the priest was setting out to visit him and would describe exactly all the stages of his journey.”80

Plutarch, too, relays an incident in the life of Roman statesman Cicero, which is given as the reason why he took so readily with friendship to a certain young man, later to be the emperor Octavius. He dreamed of a temple door opening and saw the young man emerge. As relayed by Plutarch, it was “by such a dream” that “Cicero had impressed upon him the appearance of the youth, and retained it distinctly, but did not know him.” The very next day, however, he met the man from his dream coming toward him.81 If this vision seems to be implicated in the very coming to power of Octavius, there is another much clearer example regarding the manner in which, in the third century, Demetrius, bishop of Alexandria, came to his own position. Bishop Julian, while on his deathbed, had a vision of a man “coming to him with a present of grapes.” Just as Julian was waking, a man—indeed, Demetrius himself, a peasant—came from the country, bringing grapes. He was “accordingly” made bishop, suggesting the important role of the vision itself.82
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