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To the Spirits.


WHEN I WAS SOMEONE ELSE
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“Stéphane Allix has crafted a brilliantly riveting and intensely moving narrative that sheds new light on the nature of our identity and links between human lives. Beginning with an arresting and traumatic dream reliving the death of an SS officer in the Russian campaign, Stéphane telepathically receives the name Alexander Herrmann and is astonished to find that he really existed, discovering 
a detailed 80-page dossier of his life. His epic inner and outer journey reveals 
the stunning accuracy of his dream sequence while at the same time vividly 
re-creating the horrors of the Russian campaign. His deep humanity, moral 
courage, and penetrating 
insight shines out from this quite remarkable book with its message of ultimate 
redemption through the grit of our common suffering and persistent determination. I cannot recommend this book too highly.”

DAVID LORIMER,
EDITOR OF PARADIGM EXPLORER
AND PROGRAM DIRECTOR AT THE SCIENTIFIC AND 
MEDICAL NETWORK

“Fascinating book. Stéphane Allix’s emotional research into the life and death of Alexander—although he does not share any of his ideas and beliefs—allowed him to let go of his own past that had always pursued him. This wonderful, spiritual, and even sometimes mind-blowing book may help the open-minded reader to accept the possibility of reincarnation. Highly recommended.”

PIM VAN LOMMEL, 
M.D., CARDIOLOGIST, NDE RESEARCHER,
AUTHOR OF CONSCIOUSNESS BEYOND 
LIFE

“This riveting book will challenge you to rethink your ideas about who you are and your interconnections with other people. Allix’s dramatic journey offers profound evidence of healing of psychological wounds through acknowledgment of both light and dark.”

BRUCE GREYSON, M.D., 
CARLSON PROFESSOR EMERITUS 
OF PSYCHIATRY & NEUROBEHAVIORAL 
SCIENCES, UNIVERSITY
OF VIRGINIA 
HEALTH SYSTEM

“A riveting detective story, a thriller, a harrowing journey back into the darkest days of World War II, and, most of all, the author’s relentless quest for self-discovery and to fathom the nature of his identity. An absolutely stunning, unforgettable book. Five stars and more!”

KENNETH RING, PH.D.,
COAUTHOR OF LESSONS FROM THE LIGHT

“In his extraordinary investigation, Stéphane Allix offers probably the strongest support for a case of reincarnation in an adult person. A remarkable and important book that can change the reader’s view of reality. Must-read!”

STANISLAV GROF, M.D.,
AUTHOR OF THE ULTIMATE JOURNEY

“When I Was Someone Else is both an exciting detective story and an important spiritual exploration.”

JIM B. TUCKER, M.D.,
AUTHOR OF BEFORE: CHILDREN’S 
MEMORIES OF PREVIOUS LIVES

“The forensic details of Stéphane Allix’s search for the SS officer he suspects he was in a former life, combined with how this search affected him at every turn, creates a fascinating study of the intermingling of the past and present in our lives. A welcome addition to the growing literature on reincarnation.”

CHRISTOPHER BACHE, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF LIFECYCLES 
AND LSD AND THE MIND 
OF THE UNIVERSE
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Departure

As my plane flies over the green ocean of the Amazon rainforest, I am light years away from having any idea of what awaits me. I savor a 
certain impatience in the last moments of a trip that began yesterday, twenty hours ago, in Paris.

A few minutes more and the flight that originated in Lima, the capital of Peru, touches down on the wet tarmac of the little tropical town of Tarapoto.

How could I have imagined that my life was going to take such an unexpected turn? The encounter is going to happen here, but it could just as well have been in Paris or somewhere else. It’s the moment that’s important, much more than the place. And the moment is special: after years of intense activity, I’m finally granting myself a break. Time out.

An opportunity to take stock of my life.

Time has been racing by unattended for much too long. I want to rediscover myself, have confirmation that I’m on the right path, seriously examine the wounds that I’m carrying, understand my anger, heal my darknesses. My anger does not show up in what I do, but more in a sort of almost constant inner anxiety. And healing that anxiety has become imperative, a question of health, of survival even. There are moments in a life where something isn’t right and where the urgency for change becomes too strong. That’s what’s happening to me today. I can no longer back away.
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I’m about to discover that when we ask for help from the universe, destiny comes to our aid. Even though it’s difficult at times to realize that, it is always the case.

Walking beside death for so many years has allowed me to understand to what extent not listening to that inner quiet voice, and, beyond that, not being willing to see what part is suffering, is to risk in the end seeing your life pass you by.

When you put something off till later, it’s often the case that later means too late.

My brother died before my eyes in a car accident. He had just turned thirty, and in a fraction of a second, at the peak of his vitality, he disappeared. He was one who knew how to follow his instincts and to never compromise. He did well.

I also accompanied my father, aged eighty-five, up until his last breath. When he was beginning to fail, something he said touched me very deeply. Sitting on his hospital bed, he looked at me and said in an astonished tone, “When I think of the future I see that it’s over, and when I look back, I realize that life has gone by in the blink of an eye.” And he accompanied these words with a crisp snap of his fingers, his expression shining with the amazement of a realization that brooked no appeal. What would he have changed if he had been able to go back? What had not been carried through when it was still possible? What would he have been able to heal? What regrets did he have in the closing days of his life?

This experience showed me how important it is to follow intuition, even when it seems to turn everything upside down. Wanting to be free means taking risks and putting oneself in question. The world is nothing 
but uncertainty, but is that a reason to never undertake anything when our inner 
being is screaming at us to act? Certainly we always find valid excuses for 
staying put, but how long can we put off discovering who we really are, when everything is on fire inside us? Is it caution, or reason that dissuades us? Or habit, laziness, fear? And isn’t it this intentional blindness that ends up making us ill?
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I had been putting off the confrontation for too long, so I decided to jump ahead, whatever the price. I left in order to look at myself head on, in solitude and in meditation, without the blinders that daily life holds permanently in place. I am embarking on this retreat far from my usual world with the desire to encounter myself. And I have no idea just how true that is going to be.

I have the good fortune to be accompanied in this life by a wife who is like me. Natacha accompanied me to Charles de Gaulle Airport, north of Paris, and at the moment of saying goodbye in the airport parking lot, we embraced. Pressed against her, I understood this incredible thing: my wife is my refuge. She means so much to me! Breaking our embrace was a ripping apart—we were going to be separated for several weeks. I didn’t want to display anything about that at the moment. Our hands let go, and I walked off to the airport and she drove away. We were both crying. This life that violently boils up in me has repercussions on us as a couple. But I experience so many extraordinary moments with Natacha that the obvious efforts we need to make to clarify our respective shadow sides is a requirement felt by both of us. Confidently and with deep mutual respect we are growing up together. It is the love that we carry in us that allows us to understand and accept this need for me to be on my own—sometimes. I am extremely grateful to her for that.

Just before getting on board, still shaken up, I received a text message from my daughter Luna saying, “Travel like before.” Emotions again. Her sensitivity and the strength of her intuition never cease to surprise me. This newborn, whom I tenderly held in my arms such a short time ago, has become an impressively mature adult. How quickly time passes on the face of one’s child. But what joy to see the forming of a human being. A human being for whom you would give everything without a moment’s hesitation. How beautiful and unambiguous—that love.

[image: image]

If the emotional intensity of the departure is a measure of what the voyage has in store, I’d better fasten my seat belt.

Wheels touch the ground. The fringe of trees beside the runway dances in the windows. Then the plane slows down, rolls to its parking spot, and comes to rest in front of the terminal. Passenger commotion, cell phones being turned on, baggage compartments being opened impatiently. The unlocked doors let into the cabin a moist warmth and the smell of wet earth mixed with the stink of kerosene. Before long, I’m getting off, moving into the little airport, collecting my bags, and taking the road out of town to the center that will be hosting me.

The rainy season is approaching—high altitude clouds already appear in the sky a few kilometers to the north. As I leave behind the last houses of Tarapoto, I find myself in rolling terrain with hills; fields; and a rich, hot, and noisy forest. Soon the road becomes a surface of red earth, and then, having come to a village, I leave the vehicle and cover the last stretch on foot.

The place where I arrive after a forty-five-minute walk is called Terra Nova. “New Earth.” It is well named, and it is isolated. I’m sweating. I pass a few casemates, large black rocks along the esplanade, and I come to where I’ll spend my first night in a hammock hung below a precarious roof. My cabin, located a good distance from the camp, hasn’t quite been finished. I get to see it properly the next day at dawn: a platform of thick boards, a roof of palm leaves, and walls of mosquito netting that still have to be put up, all this built against an imposing tree, an ojé, says Yann Rivière, the young Frenchman who has been running the center for a short time. It is here that I will be spending the coming weeks, in a shack open to the four winds. All alone, just with myself . . . and the spirits.

A bed covered with a rectangle of foam, a thin bedsheet, a table, and a chair: introspection paradise. The toilet: a hole dug in the ground. In front of the hut, a space cleared of vegetation gives me a broad view of the sky. Everywhere else gigantic trees cast their foliage very high up. Yann explains that it’s possible to walk down toward the river situated about fifty meters farther down along a little path that I will be the only one using. There are some sort of communal showers, but I already decide that the river will be just fine. I have such a desire for solitude. As for meals, they will be brought to me twice a day. The isolation will be total. A dream.
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Solitude

During my first day I gradually get my bearings, struggling to understand that time has just stopped. I no longer have anything to do. No emails to consult, no telephone calls to deal with, no articles to reread, no appointments to prepare for, no meetings to worry about . . . nothing. It’s barely believable. The shock is almost too violent. I quickly find odds and ends to improve in my new quarters, and the day unfolds—hot, agreeable, unreal.

Once night completely envelops my hut, insects, frogs, and other invisible animals burst together into song—a singing that is as varied as it is noisy. Each night now, my night will be cradled by this chorus. The forest rustles, hums, whistles, vibrates, and it only ends when daylight returns. Already a lot of insects are hanging on to the outside of the mosquito netting, attracted by the lamp installed above the table. An area like a large cone is illuminated, leaving part of the place in darkness. I write a few lines on the pages of my blue notebook, recounting the details of my settling in. Time is going to be long.

I have brought only one book: War and Peace. Tolstoy’s Russia in the Amazonian forest. I took care to buy a new pocket edition and didn’t bring the annotated volumes that I had already read, so that I could burn the book without regret in case reading it became incompatible with the work of introspection that I intend to do. Indeed, in my solitude, perhaps reading will become an ultimate means of escaping and backing away again from facing myself? In that case I will destroy the book so I can be totally taken over by the richness of boredom.

Why War and Peace? First of all because it’s a masterpiece. Then, more prosaically, because even without pushing it, it will last for my whole stay. And finally, I feel connected to my father through this text. My dead father, whom I miss and who must have read the book about forty times.

I turn out the light, and immediately darkness descends. During the long seconds that follow, as my eyes get used to the darkness, the vague outlines of the external vegetation begin to appear beyond the netting. I am tired from the traveling, and my mind wanders between sleep and wakefulness, rocked by the songs of nature. Quickly I slip into this improbable bed. It’s hot, and I cover myself partly with a light sheet and fall asleep immediately.

I’m up at dawn in the pale light of the newborn day. A delicate praying mantis pays me a visit as I eat the contents of my bowl: cereal with soya milk. The hot dampness of the night dissipates in volutes of mist above the canopy as the sun appears. An instant coffee in a little cold water completes my breakfast. What happiness. I am dizzy with the realization of where I am.

The only thing that I want to follow in a regular and disciplined way is the program of body work and energy work that I began in Paris under the direction of Serge Augier. These are martial arts exercises made up of slow movements designed to have the body work deeply, in preparation for a more rigorous engagement. These physical exercises are going to accompany my future spiritual work. For how can you pacify and explore spirit without cleaning and fortifying the body that is a reflection of it?

Simply wearing a sarong, I begin an initial exercise that consists of working on balance and my center of gravity. Barefoot on the floor of boards, arms along the body, I bring my weight alternatively onto my heels and then onto the front of my feet. In the slow swaying that this involves, I concentrate on my vertical axis. It’s a kind of body meditation. 
I am looking beyond my hut at the trunk of the majestic tree in front of me. My 
obsessive thoughts come and go. I don’t manage to calm my mind. There is too 
much energy in me provoking almost a kind of permanent irritability. As I’m 
breathing slowly I concentrate on gentleness. I’m too agitated in my head and, 
as a result, in my body as well. I seem fat. Or rather heavy since objectively 
I’m not fat. But I’m obsessed by my belly—it’s encumbering me. If the belly is a 
second brain, I wonder really what has it not digested? I need to lighten up. While I’m going through the exercises, I notice that I don’t know how to breathe. I breathe in with abruptness, in gulps, like a fish out of its element; I’m constantly trying to find my air. No doubt it’s due to this heaviness in the belly. However, I’ve been breathing like that since childhood. My forgotten childhood.

The morning runs on. I sweat, aware of the ocean of contractions and tensions that quarrel inside me.

I must have confidence in my body.

What’s at stake on this trip is for me to let go, for me to halt the thinking machine—the machine that blames when I think things are not going right, and that has never learned to stop wanting to control everything. “Show me. I trust you. Lead me to gentle, soft.”

Suddenly I feel that I’m being observed. I turn around immediately expecting to see someone, but there is no one there. Just the screen of the forest. And yet I have the feeling that something was there. Is it keeping itself invisible so as not to frighten me? What a strange sensation.

I pick up the training again, calmer, with one idea that keeps coming back: I want to encounter myself, know who I really am . . .

I feel that I’ve arrived at the end of the work I undertook on death that followed the death of my brother and my father. For ten years I was nourished by my study of death, and from that, I feel transformed, reoriented, and deeply calmed. But now I no longer want to head toward the dead. I want life, not death. It’s life that’s important—to experience life without expecting anything in particular.

The morning goes by, and the heat increases. My thighs burning and my arms in pain, I set out on the path that leads down to the river. The place is deserted and majestic. I step into the shallow water, trying not to lose my balance on the slippery stones. I move toward deeper water. The river winds through the middle of luxuriant vegetation. I am in a dream and let myself be carried by delight. I wedge myself so as not to be carried away and plunge my head below the surface. The coolness of the water caresses my body, sensuously relaxing my muscles and taking away the contractions and cramps. I feel the current brush lightly against my eyelids, the nape of my neck, my back, creeping along my legs. Above me, eagles circling.

I go back up toward my hut. A meal is left discreetly by the center’s cook—a piece of grilled fish, some puree, sliced tomatoes, some grated carrot, and a few slices of cucumber. I look at the plate on my table, and I’m surprised by the puff of anxiety that rises up: Is it enough? The plate is quite full. It will nourish me amply. Why any need for more? It’s as if something in me is hungry. Fear of a lack, a need to compensate for something that food does not satisfy. I am astonished by the intensity of my fear. On a daily basis, in France, here and there I nibble on a piece of chocolate or a sweet. Sugary food and chocolate in particular comfort this empty corner of mysterious origin. The cause is connected to my emotions, but having said that, I am none the wiser. And the fact of finding myself with nothing that could quell this compulsive need sets off, several times a day, waves of micropanic. A new discovery appearing in sharp outline. Whoa . . . I’ve got work to do!

In the afternoon it begins to rain. The dense, hot shower marks the forerunner of the rainy season that will reach the region in a few weeks. Without hesitation I walk out into it. Face held up to the sky, arms spread wide. Big drops whip my face and my shoulders. Like the water of a torrent, the drops mark the limits of my body, give me a felt sense of its contours, intensify the perceptions that I have of it, and, in a certain way, anchor me, bringing me back to the organic material of which I’m made. By flowing over my epidermis, my body’s membrane, the water gives me a felt sense of the unity of my body. No longer is there my mind thinking on one side and my legs walking on another side, or my hand writing; my body becomes once again a complete totality, through the effect of the contact with the rain or through the water of the stream. I massage my shoulders, my arms, my belly, my thighs, and I feel under my palms the strength of my muscles, the warmth of my skin. I feel life in me—organic, animal.

When the shower ends I let the sun dry me off, then I return to the hut and stretch out in the hammock that is strung between two beams. In this state of relaxation I’m in a reverie. My thoughts are calmer this morning. I grab my copy of War and Peace and read a few pages, which provides an immediate change of scene that is quite striking. In one second, there I am close to my father. I’m right at the beginning of the book when Pierre, contrary to all expectations, is designated by his dying father as the sole heir to the rights and colossal fortune of the Bezukhov counts. Dusk falls quickly. Then night arrives with its wild threnodies.

At twilight I join Yann in the Maloca, the big palm leaf–roofed building where shamanic ceremonies are held. Yann is a young shaman trained in Shipibo medicine. This evening he’s going to “open me up” to my diet. Diet is the hub of traditional shamanic medicine. It consists of a strict dietary regime known to facilitate connection with the world of spirits. This discipline, which is dietary but also psychological—sexual abstinence is fundamental, for example—makes it possible to activate in the body the subtle energies that are conducive to spiritual work. During the diet you ingest also one or several of what shamans call “teaching plants.” The teaching is transmitted directly to you through visions, dreams, synchronicities, and other subtle signs. It is said then that the world of plants opens. After letting him know that I wanted to make an inner assessment and see my interior more clearly, Yann suggests dieting with Ajo Sacha. This teaching plant contains no psychoactive molecules, but according to the shaman, its power is well suited to what I’m seeking. The spirit of Ajo Sacha is said to manifest most particularly through dreams.

During this opening of the diet I ingest only a tiny amount of ayahuasca, not enough to engender even the slightest psychoactive effect. I let Yann know that I don’t want to participate in the ceremonies.

As soon as this work is done I leave the Maloca and return happily to my hut. And without warning sleep takes me.

A new dawn, the same as yesterday’s, in the happiness and certainty that a meeting is being prepared. The encounter with my body—first of all in the course of the physical exercises of the morning and then in the long walks along the river—activates and disorients the circulation of energy in me. I notice it from the second morning on. It’s very subtle, but the sensation continues to increase with each passing day. I feel that my vitality is increasing. My desire as well. No doubt one of the first effects of the diet and sexual abstinence. And I vaguely perceive that the energy that is arising will be the driving force behind an important experience. I cannot guess what it could be. Threading through these energetic sensations, I have the impression that something deeper is at play, something linked to my general abilities to feel and to see.

Along the thread of days that tick off one by one, it is more and more obvious that the calm into which my mind is settling, the deep disconnection that I am experiencing, allied with the physical discipline that I’m following rigorously, are in the process of supporting a channeling of what formerly was completely dispersed in me. We’re on the move. I love it.

Vaguely, I’m aware that other dimensions of my being quietly begin to manifest. They were imperceptible before, drowned out by the incessant mental noise of my thinking.

In the afternoons, I alternate between meditation times, periods of reverie, and walks beside the water. I am writing too—a lot—as on each one of my solitary voyages over the past almost thirty years, but even more so this time, on this stationary voyage. My journal becomes another me with whom I converse. I pour out my heart, hand over my doubts and my questioning. I determine that one of the most important things to work on will be to stop wanting to analyze everything.

And in fact, one morning, immobile and in silence, as I was looking forward to nothing in particular and having plunged into a contemplative state, I understand, following a brief instant of distraction, that my mind just stopped thinking for the space of a few seconds. During this moment, I seem to perceive my environment with an enhanced precision. A kind of pure perception of the nature of things. During the time of a blink of the eye. Too fleeting to leave anything more than a memory. Because as soon as I return to myself, my brain begins once again to run full tilt, and my thinking brain, my analytical mind, cuts me off instantly from the sensory experience. However, for a not negligible fraction of time, I felt something new. Beyond thought, a door swings open—partially.

My mental mechanisms stand revealed. I gradually realize that during this trip there is perhaps nothing to understand. I don’t need to expect some revelation or reach some goal. I need only to live and be fully in my experiences, in the present. Without trying to reason—I being the one who’s always cogitating. I see that in my life in France everything I do has a goal or a reason. Go here, do this, and so on. For not one second am I available, for not one instant is my mind doing nothing. And I’m astonished to be cut off from my deep feelings? At what moment during my day would I be available to allow the bursting forth of such subtle, such fragile manifestations when I’m always running? How to be called by the unexpected when I’m busy all the time? All I need to do is to provide myself a regular slice of time. Fifteen minutes a day doing nothing would be of inestimable benefit. We easily find time for so many useless things. When I return I must hold myself to these moments of meditation. The solution is there, somewhere within me.

Discipline is the key.

It’s for me to follow “the way of the warrior,” as the Tibetan master Chögyam Trungpa meant it—to hold myself rigorously to the possibility of an intentional and lucid confrontation with who I am. This becomes clear during an introspection engendered by a regular period of nonactivity. However, the face-to-face can be uncomfortable. Do I 
really want to know myself? I vaguely take stock of how my ceaseless 
activity and my mental desire to interpret everything hide a fear—the fear of 
this unknown person who would appear before me were I to fully open my 
perceptions. What or who am I afraid of? Where is it going to take me—this 
energy that is exploding in me? To what are they connected, these 
sometimes-violent impulses, desires, and emotions that rise up in me? Confronted 
by these innumerable questions, I begin to measure the extent to which I need to 
maintain the practice of a daily period of pause after my return. Follow the 
warrior way with confidence, goodwill, discipline, joy, clarity, bravery, and 
compassion.

At the end of one afternoon, as I was about to end a time of meditation, I look at my belly for a second and I see a black ocean, like crude oil. And sadness. Are my energy and my wounds becoming visible?

I’ve gotten into the habit of going down to walk in the river several times a day. Walking on the pebbles, taking care not to step on a snake, because I’ve already twice surprised one sunning himself on the round stones. I savor the pleasure of my isolation. The water is clear and pleasant, and every time I dive in is a delight. Eagles are constantly flying over this corner of the valley, carried by the currents of hot air.

One day, stretched out and floating on my back, my eyes follow one of these masters of the sky as he passes in front of the sun. I blink my eyes and allow myself to be carried by the current, suspended like a ghost below the surface, moving slowly. After a few moments, I go back and, dripping, pull myself up on a burning hot rock that dries me off. Sitting cross-legged, facing the sun, I slow my breathing and close my eyes. Hardly noticing the warm breeze and the sound of the water, I let myself be penetrated by the majesty of the moment. And something unexpected happens: motionless on my rock, suddenly I am no longer alone. An Amazon Indian is there. Not beside me, but—how can I say this? In me. The sensation is sharp—it is not my imagination. And it is very strange. As if I were perceiving an inhabitant from before. I open my eyes and I see nothing. But I know that my eyes can perceive only a small fragment of reality, so I’m not surprised, and I concentrate on the sensation. I’m still aware of his presence, which is very real. Also I make no move, trying to savor what is taking place. I’m sure of only one thing: I am not alone in this moment. There is an Indian here—in time, out of time, in the spot where I am. Me, the stranger who for some days now has been beginning to partly open a doorway to invisible worlds. For a few seconds our realities overlap. For a few seconds the Indian was more substantial than a spirit.

No doubt I needed this reminder that the invisible world is constantly accessible and present around us wherever we are. It is not in some distant place to be discovered. The door that gives access to it is in us—it has never been anywhere else.

I walk back up to my hut in a state of both upset and serenity. I feel strong. What an extraordinary experience! I hurry to set it down in writing in my journal. Clouds are coming in from the east accompanied by grumbling thunder at the same time that end-of-day darkness is gathering. My dinner is a kind of lentil cake with avocado, rice, and some vegetables. It’s a week now that I have been living like a hermit in my little shack built in the middle of the Amazonian forest.

It’s the next day that it’s going to happen.
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The Encounter

The sun is already high when the experience begins—so special, so peculiar. Eagles are making their usual circles above my head in a limpid sky. I finish my series of physical exercises before the heat gets too strong. I feel fine. I come back to the body—the sensation of the muscles working, of the energy circulating. My mind calms down. And suddenly, I have the intuition that I need to be still, stop moving, and listen to my deepest feelings. Most especially, I am seized by a strong desire to take sooner than planned a mouthful of this Ajo Sacha decoction that tastes strongly of garlic. Normally, every evening before going to bed, I am supposed to drink a really small glass of this teaching plant. But on this day, earlier than planned, I carefully pour the liquid into a little glass, bring it to my lips, and swallow the “teaching plant” respectfully.

Then I stretch out on my little wooden bed wearing a headset that is playing a recording of shamanic drumming in a quick, repetitive, and muffled rhythm, and I close my eyes. I don’t know why I’m doing that. I just let myself fall into reverie. I’m lying down with my eyes closed, and my mind begins to wander. At the beginning I don’t quite know what to do, and then I imagine that I’m an eagle, flying. Suddenly I think of my brother Thomas as well as my father, and I find myself on a familiar path facing them. Thomas is standing, and with a hand gesture he designates the space in front of us. I don’t understand. Is there a message? What is he showing me? Gradually, I’m flying again. I visualize in my thoughts the valley where I am, as if my point of view were that of a bird, one of the eagles that are certainly at this very moment above me. I can make out my little hut from high up; then I glide toward the river, as if my spirit were flying over it at a good height. At this moment I am quite aware that I am the one imagining this vision. And then something unexpected happens. An image surprises me. I didn’t cobble it together, and yet it imposes itself very precisely. I’m still flying above the river, but suddenly I’m observing men moving forward—people walking in the river. From this height they are little black dots. Are they Indians who used to live in this forest? Conquistadors? So I move closer, and as I descend toward the ground the vegetation disappears, the river disappears, giving way to a landscape that is uniformly white, as if covered in snow. I’m at their level now, on the ground. It’s very surprising: I see an assault tank and men advancing, protected behind it. They are soldiers. They’re German. It’s war. They’re advancing, sheltering behind the tank. What is totally strange is that I am one of them. An SS officer. I see a face yelling at me. I’m in a demolished village, and I’m going to die, wounded in the throat from the burst of a shell that has severed my jugular. I die.

I am enthralled and stunned by the intensity of what is taking place.

I am lying down with my eyes closed but completely awake and conscious, on a pallet in Peru, and in the same moment my mind has been catapulted into another time, another place. Suddenly I know this man’s name. His first name, Alexander, has just come to me out of nowhere and imprints itself on me. I can’t make out his face very well, just that he has light brown hair, almost blond, that is cut very short on the sides and at the nape of the neck, but longer on top. I see him walking in this scene of desolation strewn with cadavers. Everything is white, as if covered 
by plaster dust, or snow. The silhouettes are black. Faces screaming. My throat is dry. He’s wearing a long dark coat. He is tall, thin but well built, his muscles finely chiseled. The scene of his death repeats.

Why do I feel that it’s about me?

This is too incredible, too powerful. It cannot be possible . . . I ask for an element that I could verify afterward, and I see appear what seems to be an identity card written in Gothic script. I can make out “Herman” where the family name is written. He’s called Herman, Alexander Herman. In the same way that I knew that his first name was Alexander, I know what his officer rank is. Obersturmführer sprang into my mind. And I don’t speak one word of German. Plus I am assailed by several other visions—like scenes of life that come crashing in behind my closed eyes. Some scenes of his civilian life. I see a playful little girl—blonde, smiling, joyful. She must be between two and three years old. He is with her. Is she his daughter? And then once again death, screaming faces, and suddenly he is near a lake in the countryside, and it is summer. He has his shirt off, and another man is lying on his stomach beside him—a man a little older whose face I can make out quite clearly. There is a strong connection between them. Are they lovers? I see “25” tattooed on the inside of Alexander’s left forearm. Once again, a ruined town or village and the feeling that it’s named Bagneux or Bayeux—actually neither of those two names but a name like that. And then the little girl is there again in the countryside scene in the company of Alexander and this other man. The little girl’s blonde hair is in a square-cut hairstyle. After that, I see Alexander in Paris, on the upper part of Gay-Lussac Street in the fifth arrondissement where the street turns into Claude-Bernard Street, as if he was moving through this area. Then he is walking in the Luxembourg Gardens, which are quite near . . . He turns around and looks at me with a certain mischievousness in his eyes, as if he’s amused by my astonishment. I can see his face then quite distinctly. Then I see him once again collapsing, blood spurting from his throat, pouring over his collar and out onto the ground. He holds his neck. His life is slipping away. His look flickers out. The white dust covers him. The earth is pulverized by explosions that throw out snow and fire, fury and cold. He is dead. He is me. His body is my body.

[image: image]

When the drum recording stops, the vision comes to an end. A half hour has gone by, and I am blown away. The experience is totally unexpected, incomprehensible, and stunningly powerful. Did I imagine all that? But why? Who is this man? What just happened?

Later in the day, and the next day, the images of this German man do not manage to fade. He appeared out of the depths of darkness, he penetrated into my reality, and he’s still there as if he were living in me. Once again I see the sinister landscape, the death, the violence, his look . . . but not for one second do I imagine the explosion that was coming after my return to France.

When I discover that this man really existed.



4

Confirmation

In the course of the following days, in spite of the emotionally gripping character of the experience, I end up telling myself that there really must be a rational explanation. Also, even before my Amazonian adventure began winding down, I set the experience aside at a certain distance. The face of the man who had appeared in my vision continues to be present in my thoughts, but the strange character of the episode gradually fades into a psychological interpretation, even though its message still remains mysterious.

I just simply cannot believe that this man is real. That would be too incredible, too disturbing. No, the source of these images must be in my mind. It has to be my imagination that constructed this scenario. No doubt Herman is a name that I spontaneously invented, like Günter or Helmut, if someone asked me to imagine a German-sounding surname. And as for the given name Alexander, I wrote a book on Alexander the Great with Michel de Grèce. This Macedonian figure has fascinated me since my first trips to the Middle East. And as for the rank of Obersturmführer, I must have heard it in a movie, or I maybe came across it in a book such as Les Bienveillantes (The Kindly Ones), for example, this masterful text by Jonathan Littell, who won the Prix Goncourt in 2006, which tells the icy tale of an SS officer. Reading that book affected me deeply. And other details of the vision? I don’t know . . . So really, as unique as this encounter was, I don’t see why it would be anything other than the strange product of a few unconscious processes. Once back in France, when I would again have access to the internet, I promise myself nevertheless to do a Google search. Just to see.

The day of my departure, the skies open and let loose; finally, the Dantesque seasonal rains that had been long in coming. Rarely have I seen that: masses of water literally knocking down the forest. The dirt road becomes a torrent, my shoes are drowned, and in spite of the poncho that I had the bright idea to cover myself with when the first drops fell, by the time I make it to the village on foot, I’m soaked to the skin.

A car is waiting for me there. Squeezed in with villagers in a wheezing taxi with mud-covered windows, I reach downtown Tarapoto feeling that I’d traveled boxed up in a rattletrap toy car. In town the downpour has calmed down, and I’m able to change before making it to the airport.

I’m always happy to set out on a trip, and this same happiness wells up in me once again when the moment comes for me to return home. I will be back with people I love—me, the solitary one who can’t live without the sweetness of those close to me.

This paradox is my life.

Having left the world for a few weeks, I return with the intuition that seeking to find balance all alone, far from the turpitude of life in society, is only part of the solution. True inner peace will be born when I manage to no longer be shaken by the ups and downs of daily life as I’m completely immersed in it. I would like to escape, flee; but confronted by this anger in myself, I realize that I won’t manage to reach lasting healing by cutting myself off from society permanently, even if that’s what I dream of doing. On the contrary, it’s by confronting what sets off this irritability, rather than trying to protect myself from it that I will succeed in understanding its source and bring healing to it.

My retreat has opened doors within me, but nevertheless I’m not coming home having magically resolved my problems. During the weeks of this time away, I opened to the invisible, I gained energy and allowed intuitions to bloom, but the work must be engaged in here, in life, in the challenges, in the day-to-day.

It’s up to me now to not let what has been awakened to fall asleep again. But in this context, what meaning could there be in my story of that German man?

Out of curiosity, the day after my return, I type his name into the search engine on my computer, attaching to him those two terrible letters: SS. I try “Herman,” writing it with a single “r,” then two; with two “n”s or a single “n.” I repeat my searches with “Alexander” or “Alexandre.” In just a few minutes, I find two Alexander Herrmanns in what appears to be lists of SS officers compiled in Polish and accessible online. Minutes turn into hours, and I don’t find out much more than what I found at the beginning: two SS officers with the name of Alexander Herrmann.

One of the two had the rank of Obersturmführer.

This is a strange moment.

It’s as if I’m poised on a narrow beam over a dark void.

I don’t know if I was expecting it. I am upset, certainly, but very sincerely cannot come to see anything in it other than a coincidence.

In my depths I do not dare envision any other hypotheses.

Because, objectively, how could I? Yes, the coincidence is incredible, but what conclusion does it allow me to draw? If I want to remain rational—no conclusion. It’s a mystery, a comical enigma. It can be a strange randomness, or a more disturbing fact. In reality I’m incapable of taking it further. Since I have been a journalist, when I find myself confronted with a disturbing fact, I spontaneously give precedence to the most rational explanation. In this story it has to be a case of something a little bizarre situated between randomness and synchronicity. I do feel that something happened, but based on that, I’m not in the habit of piecing together nebulous scenarios.

In my experience, war and violence are central elements. Looking at my life, it’s obvious that such things have their importance for someone like me, who became a war reporter so young and who is both invaded and fascinated by the violence of the world.

And just as a particular dream is capable of having a central role in psychotherapy work, I have a sense that the meaning of this elaborate vision is probably to be found in the recesses of the world of my mind. The key, if there is a key, will emerge through psychotherapy rather than in Google.

In fact, even though I am just the same thrown off track by this discovery, it would be more toward psychology that my intuition would take me than toward anything else. The discovery in these lists of hundreds of thousands of officers of a name identical to the one in my vision seems to me to be due to convergence of significant circumstances.

But just the same there did exist an Obersturmführer Alexander Herrmann.
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An Unexpected Emotion

After a few hours I have the impression that I’ve exhausted my search options on the Web, and I don’t know how to find any more pieces, if in fact that’s even possible. I don’t speak a word of German. I’m not a historian. No, really, I have no idea how to do more. I don’t think I’m up to throwing more light on this experience.

Yes, no doubt the explanation has something to do with a fascination about 
war, and more specifically about the Second World War. It’s a fact that I am 
obsessed with this tragic period of our recent history. Whatever the case, I close down my computer and move on to something else. Soon, Parisian life and my activities reengage, and I allow this experience to join the cohort of “bizarre oddities” that have happened to me. At this moment of my life, I want to give myself the means to pursue effectively this inner work that got underway during my retreat. This is my priority, and it is what appears to be necessary and useful. Rather than exploring a pseudopath that emerged during a waking dream that was ambiguous and imaginary.

I decide to seek help. I have long imagined that I can make do on my own, manage life’s problems myself. No doubt it’s a masculine shortcoming, but it’s a mistake. After the death of my brother, it took the quiet insistence of my wife to push me into undertaking several sessions of body-mind therapy and by doing so to bring healing to the real wound that followed the accident. I turned myself inside out trying to deny the existence of that wound. Certainly inner resources are an indisputable force in self-healing, but sometimes the help of a third person can be critical in their activation. I understood in observing this in myself—and in those near me—that even when we’re aware of what efforts to undertake, we are perhaps unable to set them in motion because we are blocked by a particular emotional knot or a particular unconscious obstacle. And sometimes a simple word from someone else, a treatment, a brief therapy, a single look by someone other than oneself can bring down the invisible wall that inexplicably keeps us from healing. But for that it is necessary to ask for help and have the humility to accept it. It was Natacha who allowed me to see fully what that was going to take.

A few weeks after my return, I make an appointment with Marie-Pierre Dillenseger. Marie-Pierre is a feng shui master, a Chinese discipline that consists of decoding influences in terms of temporal and spatial energy. Centered on the practice of Chinese astrology, her approach takes into account an analysis of the geographic location where the person’s life takes place. It is not about “decoration,” which is what feng shui is most often associated with in the West. In addition, she makes an analysis of the individual’s potential and of the moment that contained the questioning leading to the appointment. Natacha discovered Marie-Pierre during the filming of the second season of Enquêtes extraordinaires (Extraordinary inquiries) that she produced for the French television channel M6, and in which there was a presentation on the practice of feng shui. Having seen the relevance of Marie-Pierre’s analyses and, in addition, knowing the richness of astrology—my mother had been trained in humanistic astrology when my brothers and I were children—I regularly call on her at turning points in my life. It was, by the way, with the help of her advice that I departed for the period of isolation in Peru. Her recommendations are still present in my mind: “You are not starting from zero. Remember that you are not at level zero of a learning experience. You have an accumulation of strength and not just from the life here . . . You are supported by your brother and your father. You are surging ahead in terms of opening to the world of energies. Therefore, don’t consider the coming retreat as an experience of serious vulnerability. On the contrary, this retreat will bring you face to face with your strength. The question is not about fear, it’s about strength. That is your learning experience. You mustn’t put it off. You have been attacked in a major way but the real dangers are now behind you. You are protected, you are bloody well accompanied, you are not going to be all alone.”

“This retreat will bring you face to face with your strength.”

Marie-Pierre, who lives much of the time in the United States, receives me in the pied-à-terre that she and her husband have in Paris. The appointment is very enriching, bringing to my intuitive insights the kind of coherent overview that offers a cyclic view of energies and forces. We speak of the lessons that I believe I have learned from my recent stay in Peru, and in passing, toward the end of the session, I get around to speaking about the experience with Alexander Herrmann.

“I need to speak to you about a very strange thing that happened toward the end of my retreat. One day, while I was doing my physical exercises, I felt strongly the need to lie down and let myself drift into a kind of meditation or waking dream—I don’t quite know what it was. At the beginning, I had my eyes closed, and I imagined myself as a bird, an eagle, flying above the valley where I was staying. And then the experience began to become strange.”

I then recount for her my “encounter” with Alexander Herrmann in all its detail. Marie-Pierre watches me silently, and when I come to the scene of the death of this man, mortally wounded in the throat, I see her shiver.

“I have goose bumps . . . You saw him die?” she asks me.

“Yes . . . It was very precise, and this scene where he’s dying is repeated several times.”

I continue my story. I mention the vision of the little girl, the other man, the different locations that were glimpsed: the ruined village near where the man died, the Paris streets that I see him strolling along. And as I’m recounting my experience, it’s the memory of the energy that I felt deeply that strikes me. In fact, as the visions unfolded behind my closed eyes, waves of energy had physically moved through me. Energy, impulses, and again this sensation, almost a desire, as if the suddenness and the unaccustomed side of such an energetic activity in me absolutely unhinged all my internal settings. I try to describe this to Marie-Pierre, fumbling for the right words.

“During the whole experience, I felt an enormous energy moving through my body. It was almost . . . frenetic—yes, that’s the word: frenetic. I was literally shaken by it. This energy stirred up a lot of emotions too. And therefore, on my return, I searched the Web and found two Alexander Herrmanns, one of whom had the rank of Obersturmführer. Well, I don’t quite know what that means. But my vision had such force! That’s what really affected me deeply. What do you think?”

“What comes to me, most obviously, is that it’s a matter of ‘material’ for study. Forces that are bringing messages,” said Marie-Pierre confidently. “These forces of darkness are allies. If there’s one thing to understand it’s that . . . ”

“An SS officer an ally?”

“Yes . . . He is dead, but perhaps he had the time to realize what he was in the process of doing? Go and find out. That doesn’t make you into an SS officer, or someone who would have that particular energy. But isn’t it someone who really has run with horror that can afterward labor so that he has it no more? In any case . . . ”

This last sentence has the effect of a blow to the head. I am literally knocked out. My emotion is so brutal, so unexpected that I am completely disoriented. I lower my head, my throat is suddenly in a knot. I bring my hand in front of my eyes, repressing the desire, the imperious need to scream and let my sobs burst out. “Isn’t it someone who really has run with horror that can afterward labor so that he has it no more?” Marie-Pierre hasn’t realized yet the effect of these apparently harmless words on me.

She ends by saying, “These are allied forces.”

I’m not able to say a word—a ball of emotion has exploded in me. The amazement and the agitation sweep away my thought as well as my discernment. No longer does any question come to me. I’m stunned. However, what her words reflect is accurate. Isn’t my reaction the proof of that? What is happening? What am I feeling? Why such an inner agitation? What is happening to me? I want to understand, feel, know. So I cling to this vertigo as if it held all the answers. I want to let myself fall into this infinitesimal crack that tears up the tranquil reality of this apartment that is bathed in sunlight. And at the same time I want to keep control, not lose everything. I’m afraid. I pull myself together, I regain the mastery of my awareness, but then I have this sensation of seeing disappear into the distance a piece of truth, one that had been given for me to see in the space of one blink of the eyes. There—the link is gone, like a dream absorbed by the night. I no longer know why I reacted like that. I look at Marie-Pierre as I attempt to regain my composure.

“Excuse me. That shook me up—what you just said. An emotion rose up . . . ”

“An emotion of fear?”

“No, no. Of pain . . . I wanted to cry.”

“Pain for that man?”

“I don’t know,” I said sincerely.

And it’s true that I don’t know what just happened. Such a powerful agitation and at the same time so subtle, so fragile. This echo of the invisible world dissolves into the density of the real.

“You see,” she continued. “It’s life you feel in the moment; it’s a matter of forces that are present, forces that are fundamentally allied. You must let them come . . . You must make room for these energies. What story does this man have to relate to you? And then what is the connection with you? . . . Have a good cry, if you want,” she tells me, seeing that I’m still shocked.

“No, thanks, it’s OK; I’m feeling better.”

Am I really better? I’m still unable to think, and I’m not too inclined to continue our discussion. Not for one instant have I stopped reacting to what she just said. I’m speechless. Marie-Pierre continues by linking this last episode to the ensemble of what we spoke of before in our previous appointment about my life in general.

“Cry if you feel the need. There is a link to loss in this story—the loss of the other person. It is linked to this energy that you are carrying. Don’t stuff it into the depths of your memory! It’s palpable . . . You must succeed in opening in yourself the ‘receptive mode,’ so you are better able to perceive and understand these memories. Ask for help by addressing your army of darkness . . . ”

“What does she mean by ‘my army of darkness’?” I’m so beside myself I don’t have the presence of mind to ask her that question. Does she mean “shadow” in the Jungian sense? This hidden, unconscious part of the human being that can emerge in dreams for example? Everything comes crashing down in my head. I choose to walk home, even though I live a good distance away. An SS officer, an allied darkness? Because you have to have known the worst in order to know that you don’t want it anymore? I cannot understand that. How could the artisan of the most unnameable horror that humanity has ever known be an ally? I must have misunderstood. I obviously got it all backward.
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Understanding Horror

Never in my life have I felt the slightest attraction for Germany, the slightest desire to go there, and even less to learn the language. During all of my adolescence I had a kind of antipathy for this country without there being any logical reason for it. In high school I studied Russian as my first foreign language, then English. Do I need to make clear that everything the Nazi regime represents is for me the most despicable thing that ever was? And although I have this ambiguous attraction for the period of the Second World War, I experience before all else an unutterable compassion for the indescribable suffering of the victims of the Holocaust. How could such a thing have happened? How could millions of men, women, and children have seen such an abomination inflicted on them? It’s so absurd. So distant from us—and at the same time so recent. My father was seventeen at the end of the war.

As I am walking, still stunned, through the streets of the fourteenth arrondissement, memories jostle and emerge in the form of images. Scenes of violence that I witnessed in Afghanistan and elsewhere, stupid deaths, mutilated cadavers, dead eyes. A thousand thoughts lead me back years into the past, when, emerging from adolescence, I had only one obsession: to become a war photographer. What motivated such a strong aspiration in me? Why would I want to “see” war, destruction? Why was fear totally absent from the equation? The answer is very clear, and it has always been in my awareness: I wanted to understand evil.

That’s why I became a journalist.

It’s even the sole reason: the desire to understand.

To understand how someone can kill. To understand someone who kills, someone who becomes the executioner. How is one able to shoot at another man? Even more if he’s unarmed, not to mention a child? How could anybody continue to live after consciously putting a child to death? A whole family? Civilians who have done nothing, asked for nothing? What kind of a man are you when you’ve committed such acts? How do you look at the world? Who are these men who, by the millions, committed the Holocaust?

And in this disgusting desire to want to look at the face of evil, the SS represents the most abominable armed force that humanity has ever borne. Unfathomable beings, and yet so close in time and space. Europeans from less than eighty years ago.

I’m reeling under the Paris sun. As far back as my memories go, this open question has been alive in me like a loathsome wound. How is it that, in moments, man can stray so far from his humanity? This question is an open wound gaping within my life, an obsession, and for thirty years now the answer again and again eludes me. I sought for it through the kindly eyes of Samuel Pisar, one of the youngest survivors of the Holocaust, deported to Auschwitz at the age of thirteen. He agreed to see me to speak about his life. He who untiringly asked me to come back to see him in his paneled office in order to adjust a word, correct a phrase. In preparing for the meeting, I had underlined this sentence in his book Of Blood and Hope, struck by the horror of what it revealed: “Life, normal life, continued a few meters away from these railway cars, while behind their doors, always locked, thousands of piled up human beings were dying in absolute despair.”1

I am someone decent. I am a tolerant man educated by parents who inculcated in their children the most noble moral values. Equality for all. I abhor all extremism, and I am intimately convinced that nonviolence, as much in the private sphere as on the scale of nations, is the only, the sole, lasting way toward resolving conflict. The idea of race is a nameless absurdity. Racial inequality a nonsense. And I have infinite compassion, in each one of my little cells, for the victims of all the injustices that gangrene our world, and above all for the injustices of the extermination camps of Nazi Germany.

However, I also have in me this obsession to want to understand the executioners.

It’s this obsession that oriented my life when I threw myself into international journalism. A little more than forty years after the end of the Second World War, the question of evil that blanketed Europe and then the world reappeared once again in quite a few other places. In the 1980s, it was the Khmer Rouge regime, and the genocide that they perpetrated in Cambodia between 1975 and 1979, that symbolized the most recent manifestation to date of the absolute horror that man is capable of. Although I left school very early, I pieced together all sorts of plans to make my way to this southeast Asian country. With a great deal of naivete, I wanted to throw myself into looking for Pol Pot, the Khmer Rouge leader who had gone underground since the end of the regime, and, looking him in the eyes, ask him this one question: “How were you able to do that?”

But I must have been seventeen at the time, and without any experience. Also, when I plunged in, at the age of nineteen, southeast Asia was out of fashion in the media and it was the Afghan Freedom Fighters that I finally joined. It was 1988, and their unconquerable country was still occupied by the Soviets. Hundreds of thousands of deaths, millions of refugees, a human drama the consequences of which continue to affect us directly still today. And always within me this desire to see war up close.

I saw it.

But I doubt that this was the only explanation for my emotion on hearing Marie-Pierre’s question, “Isn’t it someone who really has run with horror that can afterward labor so that he has it no more?” The unsettling conclusion of this session with her leaves me wary. There has to be some denial in the rapidity with which I set it aside. Not intentionally, but I’m not doing anything in particular to go beyond it. What more is there to do?

“Alexander” cannot be a priority.

The vision is an accident, a randomness, a strange blip.

As for the rest of my life . . . the desire to continue pursuing work on myself is intact, and with that aim in mind, there is another woman I want to meet. When I present myself a few weeks later at the office of the healer Agnès Stevenin, it was not still about rummaging around in the story of some German man, but asking her to accompany me in working on the physical, mental, and emotional cleansing that I had already begun. I had just read the admirable book that Agnès was readying for publication and in which she speaks about her own developmental journey.2 I had the intuition that I needed to ask her for a healing session.
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An Ancient Suffering

She has me sit beside her on a little sofa and asks me several questions about my reasons for being there. I explain to her in general terms the feeling of having come to a moment of transition. As I’m providing the details of my deep feelings in the body, I’m a little disconcerted to see her nodding her head while she’s looking around me. In fact, as we’re having our conversation, her eyes are not part of the discussion but are following an invisible ballet that is unfolding all around my person. It’s unnerving. She comes back, sets down her gentle eyes into mine; then, as I’m speaking, her look slips toward empty space to the left of my head, behind, or then to the right, as if I had become a completely transparent being for her. I really feel she isn’t listening to me. Or that my words are definitely of no importance, that her diagnosis is being shaped otherwise, with the help of information coming from me but that is not information I am expressing verbally.
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