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For Cosmo ~ Our Best Boy





Foreword Patricia Pearson



In the modern, secular West, our fear of death has given ghosts a bad name. Culturally and collectively, we associate spectres with the spooky rituals of Halloween, with haunted houses at amusement parks, with chilling supernatural tales. Ghosts are vengeful, or perhaps melancholic, drifting through hallways or rattling chains. They—which is actually to say our fear of death—continually haunt us.


Yet at the same time, as individuals, research suggests, we are far more likely to privately encounter spirits in the guise of the people we care about—arguably manifesting themselves to us on a conduit of love. They say goodbye, they reassure, they tend to our concerns.


The appearance of these more personal ghosts may literally be visual, or we might hear a beloved voice or feel the distinctive presence of a parent or spouse. Sometimes the visitation occurs in a striking dream. In all cases, the encounter is typically brief, unembellished, and utterly undeniable. What is most thought-provoking for researchers is that this kind of manifestation can serve as the first intimation that a loved one has died, experiences that, since the late 19th century, have been referred to as crisis apparitions.


With this book, Bourke has created a much-needed compendium—drawn from myriad cultures and eras—to emphasize the essential human ordinariness of the crisis apparition and its visionary relatives. While it may be uncommon to speak of aloud, given cultural taboos that are adamantly policed by Darwinian materialists, it is most certainly common all over the world. For example, in one household survey of the inhabitants of an Italian city, hallucinations in healthy people pertained almost entirely to death and crisis. Further, 76 percent of those who had the experience took action of some kind in response to their seemingly synchronistic awareness.1 A study of “second sight” or extra-sensory perception in Scotland revealed that among those who report having had it, 30 percent had a “vision of a person recognized before, at the moment of or after death.”2 A German study of psychic experiences in the general population found that “crisis ESP,” defined in this case as experiencing “strange things happening at exactly the same time someone died or had an accident elsewhere,” had occurred in 18.7 percent of respondents.3 And a more recent multinational survey found that, of those who reported an after-death communication to the researchers, 20.7 percent identified their encounter as a “crisis ADC.”4


While the vocabulary around this experience remains notably unsettled, the experience itself is not, and has remained remarkably stable through the ages, as Bourke will show you. So how do we come to grips with it, beyond rushing to the chalk board to calculate statistical probabilities of coincidence? The first task, it would seem, is to gather the stories and examine them more closely. Oxford biologist Alister Hardy, who collected over three thousand first-hand accounts of spiritual experiences from citizens of the United Kingdom in the mid-twentieth century, argued that “a truly quantitative science of living things was made possible only by the foundations laid down by the observations of the field naturalists.”5 A similar approach should be taken, he believed, with spiritual experiences, first building up a body of reports and then beginning to analyze and classify them. “The specimens we are hunting are shy and delicate ones,” he cautioned of this elusive and so often unjustly repudiated field.6


At Stanford University in 1970, political scientist Raymond Wolfinger told his graduate students that “the plural of anecdote is data.” What he meant was that we can begin with one report of human experience and build out from there until we have a quantitative data set. Remarkably, as physician Bernard Beitman relayed after corresponding with Wolfinger, this off-hand classroom remark somehow evolved into its very opposite in common skeptical parlance, wherein people are warned away from “pseudo-science” by being told, “the plural of anecdote is not data.” Not. Wolfinger’s meaning got flipped on its head.7


In fact, everything we know about human subjective experience arises from anecdotal report. There is no blood test for depression or urine sample for envy. We cannot prove, objectively, the differing natures of platonic and parental love, or why we are awed by sunsets but largely unmoved by brick walls. We rely instead on personal observations. When we have enough of them, we arrive at a sort of consensus reality. Roses smell beautiful; music is stirring; loneliness hurts.


By taking a cross-cultural and cross-temporal syncretic approach to gathering accounts of these “living ghosts,” Bourke posthumously presents Alister Hardy with an excellent new data set. It behooves other researchers to dig in. He also reminds us of something we are curiously determined to forget in this post-Enlightenment Western corner of the world: that we are deeply connected to one another, and that love is the indelible, enduring thread that binds us.


PATRICIA PEARSON is an award-winning journalist and author of several books, including Opening Heaven’s Door. Her work has appeared in The New Yorker, The New York Times, and Business Week, among other publications. Her TEDx talk, “Why Ghosts Are Good for You,” points to research showing the importance of apparitions in helping people cope with grief. She is based in Toronto, Canada.
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INTRODUCTION Magic and Meaning at the Moment of Death





The imaginal life is central to the human story, and should be central to the writing and teaching of history. The world of imagination nourishes humans and leads them to action. A history without imagination is a mutilated history, a history of the walking dead.


JACQUES LE GOFF





By some magical means, recorded and remembered in all ages, man has demonstrated the strange yet undeniable capacity to receive information regarding the well-being of others, often loved ones, at a distance and at a time when they could not have discovered this information through ordinary channels. Primarily recorded in relation to the discovery of a distant death, these are the “apparitions at the moment of death” of our title, the crisis apparitions, so marveled at by their subjects and those who come to know of them, accounts of which fill the following pages. From the most ancient tablets through the celebrated annals of antiquity—surviving the relentlessly didactic pennings of the long Middle Ages, hidden away among the fairy and folklore of all lands, and finally found in the hospices and emergency rooms of the twenty-first century—such experiences have certainly been collected previously, but never from such a wide variety of sources. Here, the crisis apparition as a truly universal phenomenon is brought to light.


The encounters chosen here are most often from ancient, obscure, folkloric, romantic poetic, hagiographic, and cross-cultural sources. While the likes of astronomer Camille Flammarion collected hundreds of accounts, those were predominantly French and European (see Flammarion’s The Unknown or Death and Its Mystery and similar). The likes of Aniela Jaffe collected many Swiss and other accounts in her Apparitions and Precognition. Likewise, Gurney, Myers, and Podmore collected many thousands of accounts in their seminal Phantasms of the Living volumes, a primarily British survey. There are other accounts, too, from places such as Hong Kong, Italy, Scotland, Iceland, and more, though again, those are mainly restricted to those regions1 and while certain cross-cultural references had been made in those and other works, particularly those of Stefan Schouten, who compared British and German accounts,2 here it is the rule rather than the exception, and the cases will be of a truly varied and worldwide type. This allows us to more clearly appreciate the impressive and surprising stability of the experiences across time, space, and culture. For this reason, too, the chapters have been organized by type of experience (i.e. apparitions, visions, symbolic visions, accounts which involve a third party messenger, etc.) rather than the experiences of certain groups or time periods. Whether the shaman, the salesman, the sinner, or the saint, the experience itself, the crisis apparition, is first and foremost a human encounter and does not discriminate in its manifestation. While the chapters will focus primarily on one area, there will be some crossover where it is helpful or otherwise illustrative.


To varying extents, the choices presented here are the result of practicality, some serendipity, and, finally, favor—those that I have personally been drawn to. Perhaps most importantly, though, they are those that illuminate the varying and interconnected ways in which this intriguing phenomenon has manifested through time. Those which, in fact, weave in and out of the human story itself and will bring us as much to the lives of some of history’s most well-remembered men and women as to its least-known characters. These curious records, in their number, are a testament to some mysterious faculty that, while fundamentally associated with death and dying, speaks more, in the end, to the love and connections not just between ourselves and our loved ones but between ourselves and our departed forerunners. Those who have gone before.


When the deeply skeptical sixteenth century Protestant theologian Ludwig Lavater wrote confidently that “There have been many times men seen walking on foot or riding on back, being of a fiery shape, known unto diverse men, and such as died not long before,”3 he could not have known just how widely such encounters had been and would continue to be reported in both the old world and the new. From the ghost-obsessed upper classes of Victorian England to the far remote tribes of Tierra del Fuego, neither geography nor time are factors. These are the stories of the crisis apparitions proper, the so-called wraiths, swarths, fetches, tasks, tokens, lledriths, presentiments, and forerunners, as they are known in just a small number of different lands, accounts that freely flow from a thousand tongues and fill the pages of the folklorist, the anthropologist, the ethnologist, the hagiographer, and the parapsychologist alike; accounts that are found wherever they are asked for. While their pedigree is impressive and their age and ubiquity noted, they are both more archaically and more widely represented than has yet been compiled.


Just as the romantics, the monks, and the scribes of the Middle Ages and beyond were familiar with these kinds of experiences and, as will be explored, would have seen the value in adopting them for literary use, so too would have been such pre-classical authors and their renowned successors. As we’ll see, the works ascribed to Homer, Virgil, and Apuleius, among others, contain references to these very same encounters. What becomes clear is that the “ghost” both inspires and is inspired by literature. This is evident in instances such as that of playwright David Belasco, author of the 1911 Broadway play The Return of Peter Grimm, who tells us of his own ghostly encounter which directly inspired his work:




I went to bed, worn out, in my Newport home, and fell at once into a deep sleep. Almost immediately, however, I was awakened and attempted to rise, but could not, and was then greatly startled to see my dear mother (whom I knew to be in San Francisco) standing close by me. As I strove to speak and to sit up, she smiled at me a loving, reassuring smile, spoke my name—the name she called me in my boyhood—“Davy, Davy, Davy,” then, leaning down, seemed to kiss me; then drew away a little and said: “Do not grieve. All is well and I am happy;” then moved toward the door and vanished.





Belasco’s mother, then far distant in San Francisco and speaking those very words at her last, had indeed died that same night.4


“The new marvels,” wrote Scottish polymath and pioneering compiler of folktales Andrew Lang, in reference to the ancient and widespread phenomenon of ghostly rappings and disturbances associated with distant deaths, “were certainly not stimulated by literary knowledge of the ancient magic.”5 Encounters such as Belasco’s, as we’ll see, are a testament to those words as they relate to the crisis apparition.


So often, these apparitions have been noted for their relative mundanity. They are “as common as they are dull,” wrote Lang.6 “None of these spirits were the chain-clanking, blood-spattered, terrifying ghosts of fiction,” observed University of Wisconsin professor Deborah Blum.7 Commenting on the work of classical scholar Frederick Myers and psychologist Edmund Gurney, who themselves had been struck by the similarity of the reports they received by the hundreds and compiled in their still unsurpassed collection of accounts in the late nineteenth century, journalist Patricia Pearson importantly noted that “given the wide and rich body of folklore about the supernatural that their subjects had access to in Victorian England, no reports came back of headless horsemen or fairies or spooky castles or Dickensian variations on the ghosts who haunted Scrooge.”8 Regularly, however, and in striking contrast to this common observation, these are potentially paradigm-shifting encounters that, in a moment, might fundamentally reorient the individual in their personal relationship to the very cosmos. “My mother convinced me that the dead come back,” wrote Belasco emphatically after his encounter, later deciding to write his play, as he explained, “in terms of what I conceive to be actuality, dealing with the return of the dead.”9 Harriet Hosmer, considered perhaps the most distinguished neoclassical sculptor of her time in America, awoke to the form of a young woman she knew named Rosa at the end of her bed, telling her, “I am well now” around the time she had died at a distance. Hosmer observed that “to me this occurrence is as much of a reality as any experience of my life.”10


Put simply, unsuspecting individuals report encounters with the apparitional forms of their dead or dying loved ones at times when they could not have been aware of their situation by ordinary means. As noted, these crisis apparitions are a long-recognized phenomenon which occur widely across cultures and time, and the experiences often impel religiosity, personal transformation, and creative endeavors alike. It is this misty and magical continuum of the literal and the literary, the romantic and the real, the very purview of the ghost, with which we are concerned here and through which these pages will travel. It is for this reason that the present study is concerned at least with documenting a certain ancient, widespread, and greatly influential notion while at most offering a firmer indication of just how geographically and temporally ubiquitous these phenomena truly are.


Whether reported or recorded by the shaman, the saint, or the “layman,” these apparitions and visions seem also to call us to entertain the possibility that we are more connected to each other and to our world in more fundamental ways than we think. And while this is no scientific study but rather a syncretic and at times speculative one, we should, before setting out, at least be open to the idea that not only are there valid ways of knowing as those lauded and wonderful methods of science, but perhaps, as the experiences in these pages seem to suggest, there are even other, equally valid, ways of knowing still to be discovered, at least by those of us who have yet to touch or be touched by that mysterious and so often inscrutable beyond.


Throughout this book, we will freely and unapologetically traverse the realms of the romantic, the legendary, and the literary, of both memorate and myth alike. Let it be said upfront that these are experiences not to be taken lightly. The apparitions and visions at the moment of death collected here are often seen to impart in the individual what Jeanne Von Bronkhorst, author of Dreams at the Threshold, referred to as a “marvelous, wondrous certainty” regarding, among other things, the continuation of the personality beyond death.11 In this way, the crisis apparition and its relatives have been and continue to be a unique and powerful line of communication between the familiar and that great and mysterious other.
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ONE Apparitions, Ghosts, Death, and Hope





I am convinced that a fundamental reason that spiritual beliefs have been able to resist the enormous social pressures toward secularization is that they are, in part, rationally founded on experience.


DAVID HUFFORD





In the encounters which follow, the individuals involved are mysteriously visited by the recognizable form of those that they love or, more rarely, strangers around the very time at which they had died somewhere far distant. Such visitations are the most common of apparitions, and abundantly found in the legend, lyric, poetry, and lore of almost every age. In this spirit, we begin in ancient Egypt, where communication with the dead was expected, where letters were routinely sent to loved ones long passed, where the soul was long known to separate from the body, and with perhaps the very oldest of all recorded crisis apparitions. The following excerpt is taken from the famed instructions of a royal father, Amenemhat I, the founder of the twelfth dynasty of ancient Egypt, to his son, Senwosret.1 While rarely if ever cited for this specifically, the inscription, which was written in 1963 BCE, nevertheless contains one of the oldest descriptions of an apparition bringing news of their death at a time when that death was unknown to the “percipient” or subject of the encounter. Long before even the shades of antiquity, the various visions of the sinner and the saint, or the messenger ghosts and wraiths of legend and lore, these accounts had been recorded, and in an entirely familiar form.


In a rather dramatic monologue, the Pharaoh Amenemhat returns as a ghost to explain to his son and loyal followers what had happened during their absence from the palace. Senwosret’s father gives a detailed account of his murder during a palace coup. “And see what happened, foul murder,” cried the pharaoh’s ghost to his son, explaining that they had killed him in the night.2


Whether this is interpreted as a literary device, a political commentary, or an account that served an entirely propagandistic function is, for our purposes, unimportant.* The narrative itself, conspicuously reminiscent of the ghost in Hamlet, also famously revealing its death to the onlookers, is entirely in line with its equivalents, which millennia later were to be found amongst the forerunners of Eastern Canada, the tokens of North America’s shores, and the fetches and wraiths of the Scottish Highlands, and speaks firmly to the perennial nature of the crisis apparition, form notwithstanding. “The mere fact of imitation,” wrote Finucane while discussing changing ideas regarding the perception of the ghost through the centuries, “is useful as indicating continuity of expectation and belief across more than a millennium.”3


While there are many related ways in which the news of these distant deaths are presented, including apparent waking or sleeping visions, the idea that the apparition specifically comes to reveal their fate is a variant by definition older than the written word. While our Egyptian pharaoh Amenemhat lends truth to the antiquity of the idea, the notion that ghosts, in the general sense, may indirectly or directly inform one of their death is older still. A Sumerian tablet (K 2175+) at the Royal Nineveh Library contains advice for people who are being pursued by one of several types of ghosts, one of those being, as it relates to our work, the soul of an unknown murdered man or woman. According to the tablet, the person being pursued can ward off the ghost with this incantation:




Ghost who has been set on me and pursues me day and night […] may he accept this as his portion and leave me be!4





CRISIS APPARITIONS OF ANCIENT GREECE


We will revisit the Near East, but for now, we meet much later in antiquity with the ghost of Creusa from the Aeneid, one of the more well-known and celebrated classical apparitions. While the account was put to page in that era, the event itself is placed during the legendary Trojan War (c. 1299 BCE–c. 1100 CE), making this another of the oldest of all recorded crisis apparitions. Furthermore, given the extent to which Virgil’s epic drew from older traditions, and in what will become a lesser but important theme here, such encounters in whatever form invariably came and went in much larger numbers than the relative few that we have from that period.


With Troy burning at the hands of the Greeks, the Greco-Roman mythological hero Aeneas notices that his wife, Creusa, is no longer with the fleeing group.5 Distraught, he returns to Troy to find his home in flames. Searching from house to house, Aeneas is suddenly met by his wife’s ghost, who famously and enigmatically notes, “The Great Mother of the Gods detains me on these shores.” Creusa then further divines her husband’s future, including a wife yet to come and urging Aeneas, just as Belasco’s mother urged him, not to live in grief but to continue on as best he can in her absence. Creusa shows her husband in no uncertain terms that her existence has continued, and from this, Aeneas draws comfort and impetus anew.


The extent to which crisis-related apparitions and visions, in all their forms, may assuage grief or either impact or engender belief in the first place has not been greatly explored, particularly as a historical phenomenon. Accounts as old as these, however, are relevant attestations and are connected in this way to those countless encounters that were to come.


We would be remiss not to include the following vision at the outset, even though it is widely known and reproduced. It has particular importance considering the extent to which it was to be representative of those that would follow. The narrative, which Cicero considered in his On Divination as being “a clear and direct kind of dream,”6 comes down to us from the surviving fragments of the work of the Greek philosopher Chrysippus (c. 279–206 BCE). This is one of the most widely referenced of the dreams, and while usually considered in the context of a prophetic dream, the kind then recorded with the most frequency, it has been somewhat underappreciated as a crisis apparition proper.


The account itself involved two friends of Arcadia who came to the Greek city of Megara. Having parted ways, the first one dreamed that the other was in danger, saying that it might still be possible to save him. After awakening and regaining his composure, the man returns to sleep. Again he dreamed, this time that his friend had been put to death, and the form of the man himself told his friend that his body was “at that very moment” being carried to the city gates. Hurrying to the location indicated in the dream, the man found the body of his friend exactly there.7


Few authors have noted or thoroughly explored the similarity between accounts from antiquity and those more recent. Regarding this famed account from Megara, scholars such as Morton8 and Felton9 disregard it and similar dreams in their own studies, while others, such as classicist Collison-Morley, take a more neutral approach.10 The issue is simply one of definitions and parameters. Collison-Morley made the specific connection between this account from antiquity and the anecdotes being collected in her own time by those parapsychological researchers as “one of the very few stories from antiquity in which the apparition is seen at or near the moment of death.”11 Both those scholars, along with others like Nadia Sels, note that dreams which coincide with the very event of their contents are rather unusual in classical antiquity,12 though we will see that those that do exist have been notably influential and, furthermore, that their numbers are greater than have been supposed, particularly when including hagiographic and literary sources.


Although separated by thousands of years, the essential tales are rarely meaningfully dissimilar. Around 2 CE, as relayed by Plutarch, a young Pythagorean named Lysis came to Thebes, died there, and was buried by his friends.13 In a dream, his ghost appeared to some acquaintances he had left in Italy and who learned of his fate in this way. The Pythagoreans, who, according to British classical scholar and linguist Jane Ellen Harrison, were “more skilled in these matters than modern psychical experts,”14 had a certain sign by which they knew the apparition of a dead man from one of the living, a fascinating distinction that millennia later was to attain much importance.*


Also overlooked as a clear example of a crisis apparition in antiquity has been the ghost of Polydorus of Troy, who so dramatically announces his fate in the opening paragraphs of Euripides’ circa fourth century BCE play Hecuba: “Then did my father’s friend slay me his helpless guest for the sake of the gold, and thereafter cast me into the swell of the sea, to keep the gold for himself in his house. And there I lie one time upon the strand, another in the salt sea’s surge, drifting ever up and down upon the billows, unwept, unburied.”15


Like the many shades we will meet with from beyond the curated confines of fiction, and indeed far beyond those of the Mediterranean, Polydorus makes it quite clear that he has been slain and, as his folkloric successors would so often do, reveals the location of his body. Polydorus makes it plain too that he has appeared to his mother Hecuba, noting, “For yonder she passeth on her way from the shelter of Agamemnon’s tent, terrified at my spectre.” This is soon confirmed by Hecuba herself. When she is told after the body is found, she is not surprised and says, “Alas! Alas! I read right the vision I saw in my sleep.”


THE FAR EAST AND BACK


We now move many thousands of kilometers and many hundreds of years later to the east, to the 1478 CE crisis apparition of Permalingpa, a Tibetan Buddhist shaman whose visions are said to be the basis for many volumes.16 With a close relationship to the world of dreams and the dead, the shaman was uniquely placed in his receptivity to such experiences and indeed frequently sought them out. Permalingpa dreamed that the “treasure revealer,” Ratnalingpa, told him that he was departing for heaven at that moment and encouraged him to bring welfare to the lives of living beings. Permalingpa later came to find out that Ratnalingpa had died that very day.


In a Manipuri folktale from northeastern India, a child awaits the return of her mother and another named Sangkhureima from fishing.17 Sangkhureima, however, had killed the child’s mother and lied to the child, telling her that her mother was still at the lake. That night, the child’s mother came to her in a dream and told her in no uncertain terms, “You are waiting for me, but I am no longer alive.”


From “a very long time ago” and again in Manipur, a young man was killed and came to a young girl in a dream, telling her, “I have been killed by your father and thrown into a pit in your farm.”18


A Japanese folktale published in 1908, but also relating to a time “long ago” was told to British naturalist Richard Gordon Smith.19 The story is of a man named Yoichi, whose closest friend Ichibei agreed with him that they would always come and help each other in times of need. News, however, traveled so slowly in those days that when Yoichi died far away, Ichibei had not heard of it. His shock, then, upon awakening one night to the figure of his best friend standing by his bed, should not be surprising. “Why, Yoichi! I am glad to see you,” he said, “but how late at night you have arrived! Why did you not let me know you were coming? I should have been up to receive you, and there would have been a hot meal ready. But never mind. I will call a servant, and everything shall be ready as soon as possible.” “I am no longer a living man,” answered the ghost of Yoichi. “I am indeed your friend Yoichi’s spirit.”


A Japanese man named Nagatani and his wife, Makiko, who lived during the Onin War (1467–1477), were separated by the events. While apart, the young woman was stabbed to death by soldiers. When Nagatani returned, he went to his wife’s house and found no one. That night, “as in a dream,” she appeared, and he asked her what happened. She explained that she had been caught and killed by the soldiers while they were apart.


Iwasaka gave a later memorate from the village of Hamanakamura in Japan.20 A man was coming home from a local temple at night when he suddenly met Jin-san, someone who lived back in his village. The moment he attempted to speak to Jin-san, the man disappeared. When he returned to the village, he learned, “to his amazement,” that Jin-san had died of a stroke just before they met.


In a Korean folktale recorded by eminent folkorist Kim So-Un, a young hunter traveling to the Kumgang mountains came across a certain young girl.21 When he asked her for some water, she replied that the souls of both her father-in-law and mother-in-law appeared to her, telling her they had been killed. The same man later came across another stranger, who also told him that his mother-in-law told him in a dream that she had died.


China’s incredibly archaic and impressively robust literary tradition regarding the supernatural documents that the belief in ghosts goes back to the dawn of their history. Of interest here are the observations of Professor of Sociology James McClenon that many such chih-kuai narratives fit the patterns of modern apparitional cases in the psychical research literature.22 In any case, a work on the seventh to tenth century Tang dynasty tells us that when P’ei Chung-ling was governor of Kiang-ling, he sent his military commanders T’an Hung-sheu and Wang Chih to the south of the Sierra.23 After a confrontation with some aggressive birds, T’an Hung-sheu suddenly got a severe headache and could not continue with them. Back in Kiang-ling, Governor P’ei Chung-ling dreamt that T’an Hung-sheu came to him and told him he had been murdered on the way by Wang Chih, the truth of which was discovered ten days later.


Millennia later in China, these crisis apparitions were still being reported in local newspapers, such as the following from a nineteenth century issue of The China Mail.24 A junk ship sailed from Hoifoong for Macao. Having arrived there, the boat was robbed of its cargo, and the captain was killed and thrown overboard. One night the master of the local barracoon dreamed that the ghost of the murdered man was before him, explaining that he had been killed. The guilty pirates’ gunboats were later found at the very spot indicated by the ghost.


British student of Chinese folklore Dennys similarly relayed the narrative of two “men of letters” at Nanchang who were very close. The elder one went to his home and suddenly died. The younger man, unaware, went on with his studies at the monastery in the usual way. One night after he had gone to sleep, he saw his old friend open the bed curtains, come to the bed, and put his hand on his shoulder, saying, “Brother, it is only ten days since I parted from you, and now a sudden sickness has carried me off. I am a ghost. I cannot, however, forget our friendship, and so have come to bid adieu.”25


Turning from China to Cornwall, a man named Joseph headed down to the local cove to see if it was true that oranges had washed ashore after a fruit shipwreck off the coast.26 When he didn’t return, his mother became greatly anxious. Sitting at the window, she exclaimed, “Oh, here he is; now I’ll see about the tea.” She returned, however, unable to find him at either the front or back doors. Joseph, as it turned out, had been swallowed by the raucous sea after wading out to a rock.


In another British example, from a 1909 issue of the occult and psychically concerned Light Journal, Isaac Marsden of Lancashire, England, disappeared from his home, leaving behind a daughter of twenty-five, who later died of consumption. She was greatly distressed, and, after declaring that she had seen her father’s form by her bedside, she informed those around her that his body was in the water at Aspen Bridge. An hour or two later, her father’s body was removed from the canal at the precise spot she had named.27


In 1780, a man in the south of Iceland named Haldor Bjarnason sent his sons away to buy sheep. As they crossed the mountains on their return, they soon found themselves lost.28 The winter passed with no word of their whereabouts until one of them came to their sister in a dream and said, “No one now can find us here, ’neath the snow in frosty tomb. Three days o’er his brother’s bier, Bjarni sat in grief and gloom.” As we’ll see, the ghosts of the frozen north very often relayed their fate in rhyme.



SIMPLE GOODBYES


As we have seen, sometimes there are large distances between the “agent” and the percipient. While this emphasis can certainly be a helpful literary device to impress upon the reader the miraculous nature of such seemingly instantaneous communication, the very same details are still reported in earnest. When the English poet and soldier Wilfred Owen was shot and killed in 1918, for example, he appeared to his brother, who was over three thousand miles away aboard the HMS Astrea.29 Nevertheless, his brother reported that Owen truly came to him on the night he died, displaying a warm smile of recognition. Fascinatingly too, this encounter was said to have banished his depression.


That the apparition so simply states or emotes a goodbye before departing, what St. Clair, in her Northern Irish sample, called their “farewells,”30 is also a common kind of experience and is often more somber for the person to whom the apparition appears than the departing themselves, who often, though certainly not always, seem rather content. From the 1960s and the somewhat overlooked collection of Aniela Jaffe, Swiss psychologist, analyst, and the editor of some of Carl Jung’s work, comes a tale from an old servant named Bernadine, who declared one evening that she had seen her daughter down in the cellar, all dressed in white and saying simply, “Goodbye, Mother.” News soon came that her daughter, who was then living in America, had died at that time.31


From Canadian journalist Patricia Pearson, we read of her friend Ellie Black who, having been roused on a quiet night, noticed a movement at the end of her bed and was shocked to see it was her father. “Why is he here?” she wondered. “And what on Earth is he wearing? Is that a top hat and tails?” Her father gazed back at her happily, tipped his hat, and bowed with a flourish before disappearing. Later the following day, word came of the man’s death.32


There are many comparable occurrences widely found and often devoid of much content. They are, at times, rather striking in their simplicity. One may read in the Paris newspaper Le Petit Bleu from January 4, 1903, the account of the apparition of a daughter in Melbourne, Australia, to her mother in Paris.33 The daughter had spoken these words: “Mother, I am dead.” This happened at half past ten in the evening. The next day, a telegram informed the mother of her death.


While the apparitions often give direct messages, commonly too, they simply appear without any fanfare or specific information. In the following memorate given by Daryl Dance in a compilation of African American folklore, the apparition comes to the door and silently ignores the percipient.34 An elderly woman’s boyfriend was deathly sick in the hospital. One evening, just about dusk, she was in her kitchen when the doorbell rang. And there was Frank. She addressed him. “Frank, I thought you was in the hospital. Where—?” He didn’t reply; he just stood and stared blankly at her. “Say, Frank, don’t act like that; you scare me.” She then turned around to run, slamming the door behind her. Soon after, the message came that he had died right at the time of the encounter, a fact that the woman stated she would “tell on her dying day.”


While so often the apparitions bid farewell, just as common, if not more so, are instances in which the figure seems barely interested in the subject. Coming to the ghostly folklore of Guatemala, we read in a Chuj Mayan memorate of Xan Malin. His wife had not seen him for days, although she was not worried as he was often away for so long.35 One night while she slept, he seemingly came home to work on the wool, as was his usual habit. When his son went out to check on the family cornfield, Xan Malin spoke to him and said he was staying out there to watch the corn. Some time later, however, the authorities found his remains, suggesting the form had rather been some otherworldly death messenger.


Further South, the Brazilian Parintintin have dreams in which “communications from the departing ’ra’uva’ of a dying relative” are experienced; those dreams in which the relative appears “close to the time of death” seem to be a clear reference to the crisis apparition or vision.36


Accounts of this kind, where the dying person is seen out and about at a time when they are physically on their deathbeds, are common in the collections of folklorists, wherever they collect their tales. From the shores of the Shetland Islands, Andrew T. Cluness was told by a man that he and two others saw a woman, called Betty Clarke, coming out of her house.37 He had some days earlier finished making a straw basket for her, and told her as much when they crossed paths. However, she completely ignored him. The second time he spoke, she turned around and looked at him but didn’t answer and moved on. When he was later told that Betty was not expected to live through the night and was mortally ill four miles away over the hills, this man replied that he was amazed, exclaiming, “But I’ve just spoken to her or tried to speak to her less than half an hour ago.” Next morning, the postman brought news that she had died just a short while after he had seen her. In the Shetland Islands this kind of vision has often been called a feyness.


FROM POLYDORUS TO POLYNESIA


The crisis apparition seems particularly well-established among Polynesians. Polynesians widely understand dreams to be the movements of the wandering soul which, after death, can also appear in the dreams of others. Pertinently too, one of their most common uses of magic is sending messages by “telepathy.” Close friends, relatives, husbands, and wives frequently report such impressions of one another.38 Finnish anthropologist Gunnar Landtman found that it was common for Papuans of the former British New Guinea to be warned in dreams when a friend died before the news could have arrived by ordinary channels.39 In a more specific example, Landtman wrote of a Kiwai Papuan man traveling by canoe. As he slept, he encountered the ghost of his wife, who, unknown to him, had died while he was away, something he confirmed for himself upon his arrival home.40


The highly influential anthropologist and ethnologist Bronislaw Malinowski noted that among the Melanesians of the Trobriand Islands, it was in fact these cases where the baloma, or spirit, came to announce their death that were perhaps the most common means of communication between the two worlds.41 In a more specific example from among the Omarakana on the Trobriand Islands, Kalogusa, working on a plantation far from home, dreamed that his mother “came to him and told him that she had died.”42 When he and the others on the plantation heard the news of her death on the way home, “they were not at all astonished, and found in this the explanation of Kalogusa’s dream.”


On the Melanesian Solomon Islands, the soul of a dying man turns into a phosphorescent light and appears around the house of someone sleeping specifically in order to impart the message of their death.43


In a New Guinea tale said to explain how wasps got their color, a man was stung to death by bees while having an otherwise successful day on the hunt.44 That night, his wife had a dream in which he came to her, told her how he died and exactly where she could find his body, just as Polydorus had in that most renowned and ancient tragedy.


We can read too of a woman named Madubang who, after eight days of seclusion, dreamed of being visited by a girl from a neighboring village She relayed this dream to another girl named Elfriede, who explained that this girl, who had come to the village accompanied by her sister, had died just a short time before.45


In a French Micronesian tale from the volcanic Marquesas Islands, we read that when a woman’s husband did not return after the promised amount of time, she hanged herself in grief.46 Three nights later, she appeared before her husband, who was on another island. He asked her how she could have gotten there, and she replied, “I who am here, my husband, have died.”


There is an Indonesian folktale in which a woman named Dia is jealous of a happily married couple, Jenai and Menang.47 She plotted and carried out the killing of the wife, who later came to her mother, who lived some distance away, in a dream to reveal her fate and, again, the location of her body.


From the Philippines, a woman had died while her husband was off fighting. On his way home from battle, he met his wife’s spirit driving a cow and two pigs. Not knowing that she was a spirit, he asked of her intentions there, in response to which she plainly informed her husband of her death. Later, when the man arrived home and inquired about his wife, the people told him that she had died and that they had buried her under the house.48


From the Northwestern Philippines too, a couple of Tinguian men agreed to hunt carabao the next morning.49 During the night, one of the men died, but the other, not knowing this, left the town and went to the appointed place, suspecting nothing. He met the spirit of the dead man, who confirmed his fate.


Among one of the Micronesian tribes of the Ifaluk atoll, a woman’s son did not return after having been in the woods, but when she went looking for him along the river where he used to go, she encountered the wraith of the dead man.50


Polynesian folktales and memorates attest in numbers to the belief that the dead return not only generally, but specifically to reveal their deaths. In 1952, a Polynesian man dreamed of his son, who was working on another island, and because of this, he became convinced that the young man had died.51 Two days later, word arrived confirming this.


We turn now to Turkmenistan and a Sufi vision from 1215–6 CE.52 Pharmacist Abbas of Khwarazm had gone out alone to bathe in the Oxus River, having previously expressed the wish that God would drown him in benevolence. He entered the water and announced cryptically that “the drop of water reached the sea and became identical with the sea.” He soon vanished and drowned beneath the surface. After three days, one of his disciples saw him in a dream, in which he announced that he had died.


The number of dreams in which the departed are encountered in Sufi traditions is truly vast, and often repetitive in their somewhat moralizing similarities. In another, similar story, Jamal al-Din of Kadak, having also chosen to disappear in the same manner as Abbas, above, told someone in a dream that he should now be “classified among the dead,” an event after which a tomb is built.53


In a rural Romanian folktale told by a shepherd named Mihai, the death is suspected but not confirmed until the dream comes to him.54 Mihai sent all his warriors to find his missing father. It was in a dream, however, that his father soon announced, “Yes, I am dead, fair son; I cannot tell thee more. My crimes were great and many, but I have loved thee well.”


Among the Siberian Kumyks, indigenous to Dagestan, Chechnya, and North Ossetia, two months after a princess was reported mysteriously missing after a terrible storm, she came to her father in a dream “looking more joyful and more radiant than she had ever been in her life” and revealed her death.55 This dream was later “strangely verified” regarding the information she gave regarding the location of a pitcher.


AFRICA, BURMA, SOUTH AMERICA, AND BEYOND


Regarding Africa, a continent where professor of comparative religion Geoffrey Parrinder noted that the phenomenon of the appearance of such apparitions at the moment of death is “very common,” the dead once again make no bones about their situation.56 An African source of author Nelson Osamu Hayashida told that one night she dreamed of a tall man dressed in purple telling her, “Don’t you know that I am dead?”57 Some days later came the news that the dreamer’s father-in-law had died at about the time of the dream.


Lying one night in Senegal, a marine captain on duty awoke suddenly and saw his grandmother’s form right before him.58 She gazed at him and said, “I’ve come to say goodbye to you, my dear child: you will never see me again.” Having been “astounded,” the man found she had died far away in Rochefort, France, at that very time.


One of the Mende of Sierra Leone explained that his brother, who had died while away from home “without his people’s knowledge,” appeared in a dream to one of their neighbors.59 Among the Central Cameroonian Eghap too, who believe in a separable soul, it was believed that “when a person died his ghost (pforshei) made itself visible to one of the townspeople on the day of death.”60


Welsh medical researcher Dr. Penny Sartori relayed a more recent account from one of her colleagues regarding a death in Nigeria.61 The woman, a nurse, told Sartori that around the time her father died, he appeared to her sister, who was living much further north. He was well dressed, as if for a journey, and surrounded by bright light.


The crisis apparition may technically occur either 12 hours before or after the death, and even this is somewhat arbitrary. Among the Nigerian Yoruba, we may see an example of the former.62 Their emi-spirit, one of the three aspects of the individual’s spirit, might sometimes visit relatives who will “learn in a dream that their kinsman or -woman is going to die soon” It is said that “even in daytime, the cold presence of a dying relative may be felt from far away, as if he were close by.”


As with Amenemhat and some of the longer Polynesian tales, such crisis encounters are often woven without much fanfare into larger narratives. In Burma, there are a number of accounts to be found, including a version of an eleventh century tale based on oral tradition and the plays that the tradition later inspired. Two brothers, Byat-wi and Byat-ta, were found washed up on the coast as children and were raised by a monk.63 Much later, one of these brothers, Byat-wi, having broken into a castle, fell in love with the daughter of the king, and although his brother, Byat-ta, warned him not to keep going back, he was eventually captured and killed. Later, Byat-ta went up the walls alone when a soldier rushed toward him; he “recognized,” however, “that it was in fact the ghost of his brother,” who, seemingly by his appearance and words, had made his fate known. Byat-ta was now assured of his brother’s grisly fate.


Again, so far distant in time and space from such legendary tales comes a more straightforward Tlingit Alaskan account from 1933.64 A man of the Ganaxadi tribe went to a place called Cragin in his canoe to buy some supplies but never returned. Some weeks later, his body was found on a rocky islet. His lover, however, had already learned of his murder and those who committed it from the man himself, who came to her with this information in a dream.


In a New York State Iroquois legend, He-no the thunderer transformed Gun-nop-do-yah, the thunder boy, and the human snake, Gun-no-do-yah, into thunder hunters.65 Gun-no-do-yah was given the task by He-no of hunting and killing a monster that no mortal had been able to kill. He was given a powerful bow and arrow and instructed to follow He-no’s storms. For months, he searched, but when he eventually found the monster under the last lake, he drew his arrow, ready to fire. Raising its head high, the monster opened its hissing mouth and carried Gun-no-do-yah to the bottom of the lake. He-no was sleeping at the time, and Gun-no-do-yah appeared to him in his dream and told him he had been devoured by the great snake monster of Lake Ontario.


In a far more recent example, a Hopi War Chief told of a man who saw the image of a girl with a squash-blossom hairdress standing by the wall of a canyon.66 When he reached home, he found that his sister had died while he was away.


In Hawaii, a land where ghosts are truly ubiquitous, a legend recorded by one of the great popularizers of their folklore, William Drake Westervelt, involved the high chief of Kau.67 One night, while awaiting the return of his traveling son, a strange dream came to him. He heard a voice calling from the land of the dead. As he listened, a spirit stood by his side. The ghost was that of his son, Kahele, who revealed that he had been put to death.


On the island of Oahu, we read of a man who laid down to rest after a long day of work. He had barely fallen asleep when he awoke to the forms of his two sons standing by his bed. They told him outright that they had been killed, and then went on to explain where their bodies could be found. When they faded away, he had “no doubt that they were dead.”68


Living in England during World War 2, a Brazilian by birth, Sidonie, an informant of Lois Bourne, dreamed that her mother appeared to her at the front door and said, “I shall not be able to open the door to you any more my dear.” Two days later, news arrived that her mother had died suddenly in Brazil at the time of the dream.


In a Yamana folktale, from as far south as the islands of Tierra Del Fuego and Cape Horn, one brother kills four of his five brothers, one by one, by asking them to fetch some cormorants from down the side of a cliff and then pushing them off of it.70 The fifth suspected something and refused, asking his brother to go down instead. When he did so, he fell to his death. The five dead brothers then built a canoe and went to their nephew’s hut. They called him out, pretending to be real people, but the nephew suspected nothing, for he “had not yet heard that the five men had died.”


Grief, as it did for some of the shades of Polynesia, caused the death of a young girl further north in Colombia.71 This woman’s husband left her due to slander made against her by another. She appeared as a wraith to this man and revealed her death in this way.


Dreams and visions which announce the death of relatives are well known in Colombia, and wraiths abound there. Among the Aritama, for instance, it is said that one “always” learns of a loved one’s death through a dream.72


Returning to Guatemala, independent scholar Judith Zur tells us that there, too, it was typical that K’iche’ Mayan women of Guatemala would learn of the deaths of loved ones in their dreams.73 Among other accounts, one woman told her that her husband had presented himself to her in a dream, announced he was dead, and let her know where his body could be found.72 Numerous stories like this appear in relation to La Violencia, a feud that claimed many lives.


From Paraguay, and from a collection of Latin American folktales, a Guarani woman’s husband went to war.74 One night, she dreamed that the warriors came back but that her husband was not among them. Soon after, they did return, and her husband had indeed died. Whether or not he died on the very night of her dream is not made clear, but the tale is again clearly relevant to the beliefs with which we are concerned.


Similarly, pioneering Canadian anthropologist Diamond Jenness discovered that the natives of Mud Bay on Goodenough Island in Polynesia firmly believed that the souls of any men killed in battle on their side would return to their hamlets by night to inform their families of their fate,75 while Landtman found the same on the Island of Kiwai, where a man told him that the spirits of certain warriors killed in battle came to him.76 Far from there too, in Eastern Canada, Crawford found that during the war, many mothers had this same awareness when their sons were dying.77 This is a common refrain the world over. In one particular Korean tale, the spirits of many departed soldiers appeared to officers in dreams to announce their deaths.78



SAINTS, FLIGHTS, HEALING, AND LIGHTS


With some justified reticence, the lives of the saints have been a relatively untapped area of detailed and comparative inquiry regarding these encounters and their historical context. Some of the miracles there are often quite elaborate and undoubtedly embellished, lending a certain sanctity to that person’s life. Others, however, are mirrors of and indistinguishable from long-established, accepted, and varied ongoing phenomena so greatly familiar to the folklorist and still commonly reported in both domestic and clinical settings: near-death experiences, out-of-body reports, accurate predictions of one’s own death, strange healings, and most relevant here, of course, crisis apparitions and visions in the lives of the saints, whether conveyed through letters, literature, or art, feature with relative and impressive prominence. It is patently clear that their unique value was understood by hagiographers and their readers. The likes of German theologian Karl Rahner and others, such as author Henry Harrison, made the observation that “second sight” and “clairvoyance” do occur in the lives of the saints, while others, such as White, examined ESP (extra-sensory perception) phenomena among Catholic saints, concluding that they were indistinguishable from modern cases.79 These are the same kinds of phenomena and abilities we have seen ascribed to the shaman, the medium, and, of course, the unsuspecting layman.


While the recording of such phenomena was often calculated and retroactive, the early vision of Sulpicius Severus, a chief authority for contemporary Gallo-Roman history as long ago as 397 CE, is particularly interesting and illustrative in that it was documented by Severus in his personal letters to a friend and is considered by some to have been a very real and affecting experience. University of Utah professor and scholar of Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages Isabel Moreira notes, for example, that the account is “as close to the reporting of an authentic experience as we come in early medieval sources.”80 While others, such as Chadwick, were less convinced, the account is an interesting waypoint in its fundamental similarities, not only to those that were later to be ascribed to the mystic and the saint, but to those that had come long before.


Severus had written in one of his letters of his own crisis apparition involving his lifelong friend Martin of Tours and one of his disciples, Clarus. Severus tells us that during a light morning sleep, Martin appeared to him, clearly recognizable, in white garments and glowing with a shining face. After blessing Severus, he took his leave upward. Severus later described with awe how he was still rejoicing over the vision when two monks brought the news of Martin’s death, and how he was moved both by grief and by the knowledge that God “shares the numinous depth of reality and his deepest mysteries in this way.”81 That these experiences in the lives of mystics and saints are ascribed to the favor of God in this way is something we will see repeated again and again.


Just as Severus was greatly impacted by this event, the experience of the 651 CE vision of a young boy who would later come to be known as St. Cuthbert of northern England was cited as the very impetus for him to follow the monastic path.82 While engaged in prayer one night, Cuthbert saw the sky, which had been intensely dark, become broken by a silvery track of light upon which a troop of angels descended from heaven and again ascended, bearing with them a shimmering soul that they had gone to Earth to meet. When morning came, they learned that Aidan, the bishop of the church of Lindisfarne, an island off the northeast coast of England, had died at the very time Cuthbert saw him being carried skyward.


Before Severus, and nearly three hundred years earlier than Cuthbert, it is written that at the time that the hermit and monk Macarius of Egypt died in 391 CE, Abba Babnuda, a disciple of his, saw the soul ascending to the heavens.83 While the source is disputed, we are interested in the idea, even though it may have been a fabrication.


As is everywhere reflected in folkloric tradition, these apparitions most often appear to someone with whom the dying person has a special connection. On the very night that Wulfstan, Bishop of Worcester, died in 1095, he appeared “in a wonderful manner” to a friend he had especially loved, Robert, Bishop of Hereford, in a town called Cricklade, commanding him to hurry to Worcester in order to bury him.84 Similarly, at a monastery in Trier, Germany, along the banks of the Moselle River, we read of Modesta, an abbess apparently bound in “divine friendship” with thirteenth century noblewoman and abbess Gertrude of Aldenberg, who appeared to her alone at the moment of her distant death.85


Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Society of the Order of Jesus, spent forty days in retreat in March and April 1538. Here, while assisting at Mass, Ignatius saw the soul of one he knew, James Hozes, pass radiantly from Earth to paradise. Rose notes that this particular vision occurred on the same spot where Benedict saw the soul of Germanus ascending similarly, suggesting a potentially romantic trapping.86 In either case, the vision and those of its ilk retain interest here.


Similarly, at the moment St. Finbar of Cork died in 623, the early Irish saint Comgall said, “Let us pray, dearly beloved, for the soul of our Father, the Bishop Finbar. He is now borne to Heaven, by the Angels.” On the following day, word was brought regarding Finbar’s death.87


The noted theologian and chronicler Jacques de Vitry wrote of a certain hermit who spoke to a robber while imprisoned.88 Shortly thereafter, the robber left the hermit and was pursued by people who wished to kill him. Indeed, they succeeded in this, and at the very moment he was killed, the hermit saw the angel of God “bearing his soul to heaven.” Interestingly, this vision is credited with causing a determination in the hermit to “return to the world.”


Just as de Vitry noted of this former and much older account of a hermit, worlds and centuries away, one Nick Yelchick, a West Virginian railway worker, had a similar experience in which, having become disoriented and fainting in a tunnel in 1927, saw his wife’s face in front of him, later finding she had died at that time.89 From that moment on, he too “was a changed man.”90


These kinds of aftereffects had been noted early. Regarding the impacts of just such an experience upon medieval Belgian mystic Lutgarde of Aywières, American trappist monk Thomas Merton astutely noted, “We must not imagine that these visions of disembodied souls passed before the mind (perhaps even the bodily eyes) of St. Lutgarde without striking her to the depth of her soul with movements of wonder, love, and fear.”91
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