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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT




  AVENUES OF THE HUMAN SPIRIT




  A fascinating Book. Lots of people have written about their out of body experiences, but few have taken the trouble to follow through in this way. The result is an important, multi-layered work that goes far beyond the question of out-of-body experiences to present a thoughtful and intelligent examination of visions, psychic abilities and the nature of spirituality — all particularly potent for being based largely on personal experience. Avenues of the Human Spirit is a book I would recommend unreservedly.




  Herbie Brennan, New York Times Best Selling author of more than 7.5 Million books worldwide.




  Searingly honest, real and spiritually inspiring, Avenues of the Human Spirit is a fascinating journey from the personal to the universal, Nicholls’ book serves as a catalyst for readers to further unlock their own spiritual potential, to break through barriers and go beyond boundaries. Carefully navigating a middle course with feet firmly on the ground, he shares direct, first hand experiences of his flights to the farther realms of consciousness. If you're looking for an indispensably inspiring, must-read account of one seeker’s unique voyage of discovery to gain further understanding of the vast potentials of human consciousness… this is it. A stunningly courageous book!




  Karen Ralls, Bestselling author, The Templars and the Grail; Music and the Otherworld




  A captivating account. Blending compelling personal spiritual experiences with a modern scientifically based world-view.




  Alex Tsakiris, Host of the Skeptiko parapsychology podcast




  Avenues of the Human Spirit will surely achieve its goal of motivating readers to not only explore various ways to evolve spiritually, but this book will further compel readers to use their new-found spirituality to create positive social change.




  Philip Paul, The Out of Body Experience Research Foundation




  This is a wonderful, entertaining and unique book about remarkable out-of-the-body experiences and altered states of consciousness. Graham Nicholls brings us intelligence, wry humour and a warm heart as he describes his spiritual journey from his boyhood in a London council flat to his career as a successful artist. Most of all, he inspires us to celebrate and enjoy the wonder and magic of life.




  William Bloom, author of The Endorphin Effect, Feeling Safe and Psychic Protection
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  For my mother and father, whose love, unending support and belief in me have made this book possible.




  Preface




  ‘I found myself standing on the shore looking out at the night-time ocean across the rocky coast of Sardinia. I was penniless, but I felt totally alive. The moon gleamed above me, its light reflecting on the waves like a shimmering path leading out into the unknown. A few hours before I had been transformed in a way that left me feeling connected and whole. I had seen in the frame of my memory both the hardships and the transformative moments in my life so far, the night I had been beaten by muggers as a teenager, yet at the same time I could feel the freedom and exhilaration I felt the first time I floated into the sky whilst in an out-of-body experience. I remembered the night my spiritual understanding had begun when I was no more than four or five years old, the ethereal figure standing before me like a messenger from the other side of reality. I had seen it all like in a subtle, almost indescribable, moment the universe had touched me and changed something in me forever, as surely as the haunting light of the moon would be transformed into the amber rays of dawn in a few hours’ time.’




  – Diary entry, July 2002




  The words in this book describe moments from the first three decades of my life, a life of enquiring into the nature of our spiritual reality. Moments of reflection, struggle and pain as well as ecstasy and elation beyond my previous imaginings.




  Completing this work has been a far greater challenge than I ever imagined, as the honesty and strength needed to reveal so much of myself was at times painful. I have had to challenge my belief systems, my knowledge of the world and even to abandon long held assumptions. Somehow placing words onto a page causes you to reconsider your choices and look at yourself anew. Avenues of the Human Spirit is the result of a sincere enquiry into the nature of spiritual experience. It is about that full range of perceptions, values and motivations we have come to understand as spirituality.




  Every individual journey is unique and my own experiences only highlight that all the more. Yet they also reveal a deep connection between all of life on this planet; an understanding that direct contact with the transcendent proves to us the importance of growing from our experiences, of learning and exploring. In writing this book I have had to overcome my desire to offer black and white answers, to claim that I know how the world works; instead I have focused on a spirituality based upon the humility that we are all students of the world. Without this the limited ideas and judgements of past beliefs about our spiritual nature can arise.




  Renewal and questioning are the basis of a spirituality of the future and it is that very way of viewing the world that helped me to realise this work. In fact shortly before completing work on this book I decided to undertake a journey across Europe. I think most reading this will understand the process of leaving a place behind in order to look at the everyday or familiar with fresh eyes. After packing away my possessions I headed for Helsinki, Finland as I had friends there I wanted to visit. My plan was then to head South and then West back across mainland Europe until I reached England again.




  After a time in Finland, already feeling inspired, I boarded the ferry to Tallinn. Almost as soon as I saw the steeples of the Old Town I knew I’d found the place I would complete my book. I stayed for a week on that first visit and in that week met some truly beautiful and spiritual people. I listened to them play music until the early hours of the morning and held conversations on spiritual and social topics that seemed to arise from everyone I met. It was like I’d found a place bubbling over with talent and awareness. It was clear that I’d done the right thing in leaving England and exploring the possibilities that lay in unimagined places. When I did leave Tallinn I had already told the friends I’d made I would be back; I don’t think many believed me at the time.




  I then headed south to Riga, Latvia then on to Vilnius, Lithuania. When I arrived the streets were lined with buskers and artists, a whole array of personalities and colours. I spent my days walking through the city visiting landmarks and also trying to get away from the controlled atmosphere of the tourist areas to get a sense of what the city was really about. I met locals, made new friends and felt a sense of peace and creativity welling up as I left to continue on to Poland. As the bus pulled away from Vilnius my thoughts again turned to Tallinn and my building desire to begin writing again.




  This sense of longing to write stayed with me as I continued on through Gdansk, Warsaw and then to Krakow, where I visited the sites of Auschwitz 1 and Auschwitz 2-Birkenau concentration camps. My journey to that point had been about my own desire to explore and to finish this book for my own purposes, but somehow being in Auschwitz reminded me that my plan for this book was to explore a spirituality based on growth and humanity, a real understanding of the value of life. I didn’t want to write another book that was only about the author; I wanted to write something about spiritual community and freedom from hate, violence and bigotry. Auschwitz reaffirmed for me the importance of a new spirituality that at its core seeks to grow and change towards greater compassion and peace.




  I then headed on to Vienna before returning to London to give a lecture at an event there. After that I saw friends and family before arranging a hostel in Tallinn and boarding a plane back to Estonia. Walking from the plane I had a clear sense of purpose and nothing to distract or limit me. Once settled I spent a few months working out of a small room, before moving to a beautiful house in the Old Town where I put the final words of this manuscript down.




  As you read this book I hope that you will gain something of the process I went through in creating it, but more than that I hope that it will offer something life-affirming, something akin to coming into contact with a new culture, a new way of living or understanding the world. I hope you will read on with something of the traveller in your heart, open to unknown possibilities and horizons.




  Graham Nicholls - Spring, 2010




  www.grahamnicholls.com
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  I was awoken by silence, an uncharacteristic stillness, as if time had been momentarily suspended. The ebb and flow of the traffic outside that normally accompanied my sleep was absent. Instead the atmosphere seemed full and heavy, almost tangible in the darkness of the room. A pressure from all sides seemed to bear down on the walls, as if trying to make them give way and allow whatever it was on the other side to enter. The energy was so powerful that it seemed as if the room was submerged in water. I felt compelled to get out of bed and go to the corridor outside my bedroom. It was not unusual for me to get up in the night as a child, but this was different.




  I don’t recall how I did actually get to the corridor, just that it seemed even more alive with energy. I just remember coming to a stop a metre or so from my bedroom facing the main doorway of the flat. I had stopped because in front of me stood a figure; it was too tall to be my mother or father and its eyes seemed to look deep into every part of my young consciousness. My fear made me stand motionless as this strange apparition continued to look at me, still and silent. I tried to call out to my parents but I wasn’t able to produce a sound. Instead I dropped to my knees in order to gain a sense of comfort from the solidity of the floor. I pushed my fingers into the slightly coarse carpet, the sensation reassuring me on some level that I was safe and in the familiar surroundings of my home.




  I looked up to find that the energy continued to flow in every direction and even the doorway in which the figure stood seemed to extend out into another place or time.




  Although my fear held me to the spot, there was also a feeling that something very important and transformative was taking place. The fear came from me, not from anything the apparition had done. In fact it had more of the feeling of a messenger or guide than of anything negative. I believe it was simply my natural flight or fight instinct that was at play. The more I looked into the eyes of the tall ethereal figure the more I felt like I was being given something. Looking back now, even without appealing to mystical explanations for what took place, it is clear that I was opened to a new and life-changing avenue of enquiry in my life.




  The experience finally ended with my drifting off into unconsciousness; the energies seemed to reach a peak that resulted in my losing all sense of my surroundings. I think I crossed a threshold that night in my childhood. The black and white certainties of innocence were gone, which revealed a mysterious aspect to my life in which everything was somehow changed. That experience aligned me to new possibilities; and as my experiences continued over the years into adulthood, that night became the first reference point in my life to suggest there is more to the natural world than what we know with our five senses.




  At the time I was living with my mother and father in a tower block in London. The building had a tall dark exterior of brown brick, patterned with fading blue panels, much like many other 1960s buildings throughout the city. Even though it was only around a decade or so old it had already begun to show signs of disrepair. The dark grey concrete steps of the stairwells were coloured by stains that seemed to reveal their history. Each of the twenty floors were virtually identical giving little idea of the people who lived there. The whole building had the air of a place forgotten, even the outside walls and the crumbling wooden window frames seemed to struggle under the strain of the winds that would whistle around them.




  Despite the grim outward appearance of the area in which I grew up my childhood was a creative and happy time on many levels. There were hardships, but most of my difficulties were to come from the realities of the street culture of London. My family life had its problems too, but my parents were and are inspirational and extremely supportive towards me. As a child my father would tell imaginative stories that he would make up as he went. They were all the more powerful for the way they came directly from his mind. My father travelled the world while in the navy before I was born and has a strong knowledge of history and places across the globe. He always encouraged me to see value in other cultures and planted the seed that inspired me to travel as I got older. Even the fact that for most of my childhood he was a dustman became an inspirational part of my early life. He would find antiques and curiosities thrown out with the rubbish; everything from the pencils I used to draw with, to the tennis rackets I played with at the weekends, were found by my father thrown away by someone, or left in a vacant home. Even sometimes valuable things such as paintings and vases would be discarded and find their way to our small flat. As a child I learnt a lot just from the things people from other walks of life would leave or throw away.




  My mother has a very different character; her focus in life has always been caring for others. She was a carer for most of her working life, spending her days shopping, cleaning and generally looking after the elderly. She had my brother at a young age and had gone through some extremely difficult times earlier in her life and I think that gave her an empathy with people that cannot be gained in any other way. That sense of empathy had a similar effect on me, as my mother taught me the value of giving.




  My early school life was a complex time, especially after seeing the apparition. I felt different; the world seemed somehow changed. It’s hard to put the shift that I felt into words, especially when I realise I am describing myself at such a young age, but there was a sense of things being renewed, like the previous years in my life were in a darker time when I was less acutely aware. It was like my life was beginning now, like a connection to something greater had been made. I felt like there was an almost adult awareness, as if I could understand certain levels of social interaction far beyond my years. Even though that night had been the most terrifying experience I had been through, it felt necessary for me to begin to question and explore the world around me. The everyday realities of school felt like a distraction from my thoughts and the part of myself that was unfolding. It was mainly the subjects that held some sense of mystery that inspired me.




  I remember my very first teacher commenting on my vocabulary being unusually well developed for such a young child. I was also extremely creative and fascinated by the way things worked; I was gifted with technology from a young age and was using a computer while still in primary school, something that was true of only a handful of others around me at that time. I was very confident about my future and believed intensely I would achieve many things later in life. Even to call it a belief might be understating it; there were many aspects of my life I expected to take place with absolute conviction. I don’t know where this confidence came from but it was always there. Sometimes the process of learning felt frustrating to me as I felt somehow I should already know these things. I preferred to find my own way outside of the education system and explore the areas that mattered to me.




  Yet there were some during my early schooling who inspired and fascinated me. One teacher in particular stands out, a young bearded man named Mr. Crombie who looking back now seemed to have fully embraced the spirit of the seventies. On one day in particular he showed us slides he had taken during a trip to Mexico. He described the step pyramids and the ancient culture that had built them as well as the many adventures he had had during his travels. I began to see in him a spark of inspiration that was so missing in much of the education I was receiving. He was a very peaceful and kind man unlike the more austere teachers I was used to. He helped me to learn to swim, and I remember it was his patience and kind nature that allowed me to trust him enough to swim for the first time.




  Another area that seemed to relate to my changing view of the world was art. I remember a trip to the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square in central London organised by my first art teacher. Our group sat cross-legged in front of some of the world’s great works of art while our teacher began to explain the myths and stories that lay behind them. The Virgin of the Rocks by Leonardo Da Vinci is one example that I remember from my childhood. In finding a deeper understanding of those works I connected to that same sense of mystery I had been feeling on some spiritual level, but here being expressed in the beauty not just of the surface of the painting but in a sense of the timelessness of the ideas beyond. I believe in some sense I saw in those moments the sublime meaning that those paintings were created to convey. After all most were not originally created to hang on the wall of a gallery, but were designed to immerse a religious believer in a state of reverie.




  As my teacher explained every facet of a work’s creation I would become more and more focused and attentive to every word, be it to a description of the paint being made from a precious stone ground to a powder, or to the grand classical mythology the artist presented on the canvas through those same pigments. In each detail the painting became more alive. I recall in particular a painting called The Wilton Diptych, a gilt-framed painting of the Virgin Mary surrounded by angels realised in vivid blue, a pigment made from the semi-precious stone Lapis Lazuli. Some of those inspiring details have stayed with me my whole life.




  During my childhood Turner’s Fighting Téméraire, a depiction of a legendary ship being towed to the scrapyard to be destroyed, also captivated me; it seemed to encapsulate the specific energy of London. I have always felt a special connection to that painting, and art in general seemed to hold something of the key to things for me.




  Other subjects such as the history of battles and of kings and queens left me cold, yet when the subject shifted to cultures with a mystical focus I was captivated. The ancient world such as China, Egypt, Greece, the Native Americans and many others including prehistoric Britain, held something that I could relate to on a deeper level.




  I was beginning to expand my focus beyond the stereotypes of how someone from a housing estate and working class background is often expected to be. While the other children played games based on television programmes they had watched the night before, I was drawn to the folklore in children’s stories or to creating games based around nature, such as a fruit tree that grew in the playground or the life cycles of the small creatures going on in the rose-beds that lined the outer edge of the concrete playground. Yet despite these inspirational elements to my childhood my differences also made me stand out. I would often find myself frustrated with those around me and this would result in conflict. One incident in which I refused to carry out the order of an adult resulted in her physically grabbing me; a struggle ensued, after which I was suspended from school. I was suspicious towards authority after that, and much of my time at school became overshadowed by problems.




  As I got a little older and started to attend secondary school things did not improve. The education system was in a bad way, resources being extremely scarce. The street culture of London began to take over, and I became involved in the harsher side of London life.




  It became clear that both the everyday hardships and challenges of life were as much a part of my learning as my mystical perceptions. Looking back I can see that the sum total of my experiences was the basis of a steady transformative process, a personal or spiritual evolution. I have gradually come to a realisation that this process is a form of natural initiation or rite of passage. Not the kind of initiation that we often think of as a prescribed ritual, but an initiation that takes place through life’s shifts of understanding. Each experience in our lives becomes a step towards a spiritual maturity. I do not see this evolution as having a prescribed ultimate destination, but more a sense of becoming spiritually attuned. It is a process of realising, simply and intuitively, our potential in life.




  As I reached twelve years old my early childhood experiences had begun to develop into unusual insights and perceptions. This first took the form of what I would describe as precursors to what would later become full out-of-body experiences.




  I began to have subtle visionary perceptions of floating a few feet above the ground; these strange experiences felt almost like reliving a memory that had never actually happened. I would wake from sleep to find myself able to perceive cloud and sky above me, as if I was somehow seeing through walls. These perceptions would last for a few brief moments before I would find myself looking at the familiar setting of my bedroom again.
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