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Born: January 26, 1920, Vienna, Austria

Died: April 26, 2009, New York City, NY

1920: An Austrian-Born Ghost Hunter was in the making. Professor Dr. Hans Holzer, best known for his plethora of hundreds of cases worldwide dealing with the paranormal and the occult, deeming him The Father of the Paranormal. In 1935, at the age of fifteen, Hans became an avid collector of antiques and coins and was an ardent bibliophile.

The 1928 book, Occultism in This Modern Age by Dr. T.K. Oesterreich, a professor at the University of Tubingen in Germany, began Hans’ interest in ghosts. His was an idle curiosity, mixed with a show-me kind of skepticism. He took a course in journalism and began selling articles to local papers. In 1949, he returned to Europe as an accredited foreign correspondent, with the intent to write articles on cultural activities, the theater, and human interest stories. He also began to compose music and write scores in New York, which later led the way to Off Broadway success in Manhattan.

One year later, Hans returned to Europe visiting many cities including London, and was invited backstage at The Hippodrome Theater where comedian Michael Bentine, was appearing. After Mr. Bentine offered Hans a home-grown tomato instead of a drink, the two hit off, as Hans was a vegan.

Through mutual friends back in Manhattan, he began work on a television series based on actual hauntings. He met regularly with others at the Edgar Cayce Foundation in New York. The purpose was to enter into a quest for truth in the vast realm of extrasensory perception.

From then on, he devoted more and more time to the field. One of the great mediums, Eileen Garret, president of the Parapsychology Foundation in New York, in 1946, worked with Hans and encouraged him to write about his work.

1963, his first book was born, titled, ‘Ghost Hunter’ and went into an unheard of eleven printings. 145 more books would follow. Hans stated that sometimes an “ordinary” person does manage to see or hear a ghost in an allegedly haunted location, be it a building or even an open space. Such a person could be sensitive or mediumistic, without knowing it and is less unusual then one might think. The Holzer Method was born before the 1950s, where combining the work of those with sight and that of the academic and science stance to the field, would yield far better results in obtaining data to help us further understand what happens when we die.

Even though Hans was artistic and therefore sensitive person, he did not profess to mediumship and certainly would not be satisfied with the meager impressions he may have garnered himself, physically. He knew that a more advanced psychic talent would be needed for better results. So he took his “sensitive” with him, or what became affectionately known as his medium-in-tow, on cases to try and solve them for all those involved.

His career was a unique whirl wind of books, research, lectures, teaching, hundreds of national and regional talk show appearances, co-hosting/hosting programs such as Ghost Hunter on Boston’s Channel 2, NBC’s In Search Of with Leonard Nemoy (an Alan Landsburg production), Beyond The Five Senses in Louisville, KY, Explorations with Brownville Productions in Ohio. In radio, he had a continuous segment with New York City’s WOR station with famed radio personality Joe Franklin who still remains a family friend. Some books and case work yielded films such as Amityville II: The Possession, the adaptation from his best-selling novel Murder in Amityville, based on his work on the case in Amityville, Long Island and The Amityville Curse, which also became a film in 1989 that went to Sweden, the US in 1990 and then in 1991, was released in Japan.

Holzer became and still is considered a leading authority in the field of the paranormal, having earned his PhD from the London College of Applied Science. He spent over six decades traveling the world to obtain first-hand accounts of paranormal experiences, interviewing expert researchers, and developing para-psychological protocols and terminology such as ‘sensitive’ and ‘beings of light.’ He taught a class in parapsychology at the New York Institute of Technology for nearly a decade.

One of his favorite quotes comes from T.S. Elliot’s Confidential Clerk saying blandly, “I don’t believe in facts.” Hans did. “Facts,”, he said, “come to think of it—are the only things—I really do believe in.”
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INTRODUCTION

After ten months of intensive preparation, I was finally on my way to the Great British Ghost Hunt. The young lady from British Overseas Airways Corporation had assured me that the press was notified, both here and in Britain; the captain of my flight had been alerted; the hostesses were aware of my impending arrival; and no stone had been left unturned, no matter how old, to flush out any ghosts I might have missed in my preparations. I was to go on an evening flight, using one of British Airways’ new VC-10s for the first time. “Do you realize that the length of your plane is the same as that of nine limousines parked nose-to-tail?” Miss Mann, the publicist, said when I came to pick up my ticket, looking at me with a challenge in her eyes. I assured her that one limousine would be quite sufficient to get me to the airport. She then handed me a fact sheet containing such useful information as, “Your VC-10 is as tall as a three-story house, and a game of cricket could be played on each wing.” I found it more fascinating that the plane used four Rolls-Royce engines, as I had always wanted to ride around the world in a Rolls-Royce. Immediately, I felt luxurious all over.

At the airport, everything went smoothly. I was examined, as is everyone, for any hidden arsenals I might carry and then ushered into a softly lit half-filled VIP lounge where I could await the call. The bar at the rear of the large room was well stocked—in fact, if it had been any better stocked it would have been necessary to put the bottles on the floor. Several of the passengers who had evidently arrived a little earlier than I were already slightly off the ground. I checked my main luggage, taking only the motion-picture camera, my still camera, and my tape recorder with me, along with some correspondence which I always take on long flights. Suddenly a terrible thought struck me: I had forgotten about Elizabeth’s gift. Elizabeth is Elizabeth Byrd, whom you will meet later on; she is a friend and fellow author in Edinburgh, Scotland, and she had suggested that I bring her a bottle of Scotch. I felt a little foolish importing Scotch into Scotland, but a wish is a wish, so I quickly raced back through customs, picked up a large bottle at the duty free counter, and resumed my wait.

Finally my plane was called, and as the big bird took off from Kennedy, I settled back into my seat and decided to attend to my correspondence. The plans for my ten-day stay in Britain had all been worked out to the last detail, so I could relax. Of course I had been to Britain many times before, gathering material for this book. But this time I would do some ghost-hunting in areas I had not yet visited. In a manner of speaking, then, this was the culmination of years of research, and I was very grateful to the hard-working people at the British Tourist Authority for getting me a decent room to stay in, for in London getting into a hotel is always a problem.

Of course I wasn’t going to stay in London and do my ghost-hunting from the window. British European Airways would fly me to the provinces, and friends with cars would get me where I had to go in places where airplanes couldn’t.

I was so involved in my correspondence that I had almost forgotten I was on an airplane, when all of a sudden I heard a popping sound. I recalled how the friendly publicist had mentioned proudly that ear-popping was no longer a problem as far as the VC-10 was concerned, since the plane rose to its cruising level very gradually. When I turned around I realized that the popping sound had come not from my ears but from the bottle of champagne a lovely blonde hostess had just opened. They were starting the dinner service, and apparently were going to wet our whistles with some high-class champagne. A lifelong vegetarian, I had requested a vegetarian meal. It turned out to be as good as anything I could have had in a first-class French restaurant. I decided that my expedition was going to be successful since it had started off in such a satisfactory way. As soon as the hostess had taken away the dishes, I returned to my correspondence.

Somehow she caught sight of my name on one of the letters, and after some hesitation, which I ascribed to her British temperament, she came over and asked whether I might by chance be the Hans Holzer. I assured her that I was, there being, at least to my knowledge, no other, but if there were, he would probably not be so interesting as I. Having established my identity, I learned to my delight that she had read several of my books, and was, in fact, quite psychic herself. Since things had become a little quieter in the plane now, I invited her to occupy the empty seat next to mine and to tell me all about it.

Miss Wilson (not her real name) told me that her mother had been psychic too, and she felt she had inherited this gift. Her father, on the other hand, had always scoffed at it, as men are wont to do, but she was quite sure that it was real, and she wasn’t in the least afraid of it.

“I know that it is from God,” she explained, “and I use it frequently, when all else fails. For example, one night I was in New York, and the weather was bad. Somehow I got delayed in returning to my flight out at the airport, and I began to worry that I might miss it. All of a sudden, I had a flash, telling me, ‘your flight will take off two hours late,’ and it sort of calmed me. I didn’t even care that we arrived back at the airport half an hour after the supposed takeoff.”

“Was the flight two hours late?” I asked.

“It was. On another occasion—I think it was last December—I had a peculiar dream. In fact, I woke up from it in the middle of the night, because it had been so vivid. I saw my cousin George, whom I hadn’t seen in years, standing by my bedside looking very, very pale, and there was a gash on his forehead. Before I could question him, he faded away. But I had the distinct impression that he wanted to say good-bye and that something terrible had happened to him. Now George and I had been quite close, even though I hadn’t seen him for some time and hadn’t even heard from him for at least a year. The dream disturbed me greatly, so I wrote to my aunt in Berkshire, telling her about the dream and asking her how George was. A special delivery letter crossed in the mails with mine: George had been killed in a highway accident while motoring to London, on the exact night I had had my dream.”

I nodded and explained that clairvoyant dreams such as hers were not uncommon.

When Miss Wilson learned why I was going to Britain she offered to come with me on one of my ghost hunts. The idea naturally appealed to me, so I encouraged her to call. Unfortunately, her schedule must have intervened. But if she should read this account of our pleasant conversation, I hope she will accept my invitation to whatever ghost hunt I might be going on next.

One of the more common misconceptions among Americans is that Britain is full of ghosts, that the British love dearly to tell ghost stories, and that every castle has at least one resident ghost. On the other hand, America has comparatively few ghosts, and new houses never have any. All of this is simply not true. But one thing is true about British ghosts: they are colorful. Britain has had a complicated and frequently violent history. She is a comparatively small country, with people living close together, so ghosts and hauntings very much reflect local conditions. Since the various parts of the British Isles differ greatly in the character and personality of their people, the ghosts remaining in these parts of Britain are also quite varied, and what may be of great concern to ghosts in, say, the New Forest in England’s south may have absolutely no meaning a hundred miles away, and the world of Scottish specters is totally different from the “surviving emotional memories” of an unfortunate spirit caught between two stages of existence in, say, East Anglia.

My first attempt to have a go at British ghosts was in 1964, prior to my writing Ghosts I’ve Met. I’d heard reports of a haunting at Windsor Castle and requested permission to visit for that purpose. The librarian, Robert Mackworth-Young, assured me that there was nothing to those reports. The closest I came to nailing down any ghostly accounts about Windsor Castle was a story relating to King George III. It appears that shortly after the king’s death a guard was passing by on the terrace outside the royal apartments and glanced up at the windows. To his surprise he saw the figure of the king behind one of them. Naturally, he gave the customary salute and the figure gave the customary response.

Generally, I was made welcome by the English people whenever I came to call for ghostly reasons, but when it came to official residences and palaces, things moved a bit more slowly. Despite some well-supported accounts of hauntings at Sandringham, one of the royal residences, I was unable to gain permission to visit, even when the queen was away. I managed to go through the Tower of London, and if there are any resident ghosts left, they must by now be sick of the tourists. Likewise, Hampton Court is allegedly haunted, but an investigation there is almost impossible because of the tourists and because the official attitude does not favor a serious psychic investigation.

Nevertheless, ghosts are serious business in Britain. According to the Associated Press, Lieutenant Colonel Algernon Bonham-Carter went to court because he had ghosts on the first floor of his house. The colonel argued that the presence of the specters was diminishing property values, and he therefore requested a cut in his real estate tax. The court agreed with him and reduced his taxes by 10 percent.

Britain offers not only new and hitherto undiscovered ghostly manifestations in many of her historical houses, but an overall renaissance in occult matters, ranging from hauntings to psychic readers, most of them far superior to the American variety, and from Celtic temples still filled with the original magic to Wicca or witchcraft, being practiced by a number of covens from the top of Scotland to Land’s End in the south. If ever any place deserved the name Magic Isles, it is Britain.

There is something in the atmosphere of England that makes one do things he wouldn’t do in any other country. Somehow the ever-present feeling of great antiquity mingles with the legendary mystique of a place where history was made, or the ancient gods were worshipped, to produce an electrified aura which gets to you the minute you set foot on British soil. If you are, in addition, inclined to delve into the occult, you will perceive and sense many things that may only brush lightly by ordinary visitors. Thus, it wasn’t at all surprising to me that shortly after my arrival in London in April, 1973, I received a call from my old friend Alex Sanders, High Priest of a Wicca coven, inviting me to a very special ritual in honor of May Eve. Visions of Walpurgis Night appeared before my inner eye: how nice it would be to ride up to the British equivalent of Faust’s Blocksberg, meet all the pretty witches, stay clear of the devil, and have a ball. Of course, nothing of the sort was promised me; just the contrary, as I knew very well that Alex took his Pagan rituals seriously, since I had been present at many of them in the past. But I accepted the invitation with pleasure, inquiring only where the ritual was to take place. I knew that Alex and his wife Maxine, who acts as High Priestess, had a flat near Notting Hill Gate, just twenty minutes from my hotel, the Cadogan. But apparently this ritual was going to be held in the country, and at considerable distance from London.

Now Alex can be very exact, but he can also be very vague, especially when he gives directions. “Take the train from Victoria Station,” he instructed me. “Go to Berwick, and then look for Manor Cottages at Selneston in Sussex.” He assured me it would take me at least an hour and told me to be there around 10 p.m. Before I could ask for more specific directions to his house proper, Alex had hung up. I called back fifteen minutes later, but he had already left. I then telephoned train information and discovered that I would have to change trains at least once and couldn’t possibly get back to London the same night. Still, I thought, Walpurgis Night comes but once a year, so I decided to splurge: I called a taxi company and ordered a cab to pick me up at eight o’clock. I figured that would give me plenty of time to sit around and gossip with Alex and Maxine before we went into the business of the ritual.

Promptly at eight a young cab driver called for me, and we were on our way. As we passed the outskirts of London, the light drizzle which had been with us all afternoon turned into a heavy rain, accompanied by fog. For April, that wasn’t unusual weather, and in a way it underlined the mood of the night’s adventure. But it made driving a little more difficult, and after a while the cab driver inquired whether I knew how to get to the place I was going. I informed him that I had no idea, so he proceeded to pull the car over to the curb and study his map. After about fifteen minutes, we were again on our way. Gradually the countryside was upon us, and town after town whizzed by. Yet after an hour and a half of steady driving we were nowhere near the town of Berwick, where I had intended to ask further directions from the locals. By the time we rolled into the sleepy town, it was already quarter to ten, and I began to worry lest the ritual start without me. Fortunately, I managed to get additional information at the railroad station, and we were on our way again. I recalled the telephone exchange given to me by Alex, and suddenly a road sign flashed by me with the name of that exchange on it. So I knew we could not be too far away. How close, however, I had no idea, and since British rural telephone exchanges encompass wide areas at times, we might be as little as five minutes away, or as much as an hour. By now the driver and I had one thing in common: neither of us knew exactly where we were, nor where Alex’s house was located. I cautioned the driver to go a little slower, so that we might look for some road signs indicating Selneston, the village nearest Alex’s house. It was quite dark by now, and I began to wonder whether I would ever get to Alex in time for the ritual, or, for that matter, at all.

The weather wasn’t helping any, and by this time nothing was visible except the lights of a few houses and some wind-blown trees. I felt as if fate had decided that I should not meet Alex for the ritual after all, and for some reason fate had also decided to take me on a wild ghost chase through southern England, possibly to make me appreciate the comforts of London taxicabs. As I was beginning to feel sorry for myself I suddenly felt an electric flash go through me. Before I could think it out, I said to the driver, “Quickly, pull up at that inn over there!” I looked out of the window, and sure enough there was an inn on the right side of the road. He brought the car to a screeching halt and I jumped out. “I’m going to make inquiries inside,” I said to the driver, trying to explain my strange behavior.

I shook the rain off my coat and went directly to the bar, which occupied the center portion of the pub. I had to wait on line, since several patrons wanted to be served. When the barmaid finally waited on me, I said, “I’m looking for Manor Cottages, Selneston,” expecting her to say, “Oh, my, you’ve come the wrong way,” or, “I haven’t the faintest,” but to my surprise she smiled and said, “You wouldn’t be looking for Mr. Alex Sanders, by any chance?”

To say that I was dumbfounded is an understatement. How would she know whom I was looking for in the first place, and how would I know to stop at this unknown country pub to ask directions of someone who wasn’t in a position to give them to me? Before I could say anything, she motioned me to follow her, for she had evidently guessed that her assumption had been correct. I followed her to the rear of the pub. There, comfortably ensconced in a chair behind the table and surrounded by several members of his coven, was Alexander Sanders, High Priest and “King” of the witches.

A tall glass of wine in front of him, he sat there in splendor, wearing the most bizarre dress I’d ever seen him in, with all sorts of necklaces around his neck. To his right sat Maxine, pretty as ever, and to his left three or four young people, more modestly dressed, who had apparently come along to take part in the ritual. Alex rose and greeted me. I asked him how it was that he was in this pub at this time, when we had agreed that I should go to his house directly. Alex shrugged. “I knew you were coming this way, and I decided to meet you.” But I knew very well that it was his psychic will that had penetrated my mind at the critical moment and that it was he who had made me order the cab to stop in front of the pub and go inside to inquire. I accepted this without the slightest misgiving or even surprise, for I knew very well how powerful Alex can be.

We went outside, into my taxi and a private car, and drove on to Alex and Maxine’s country home. There we retired to the large living room of the house and seated ourselves around the fireplace. I waited patiently for the ritual to begin, but all I got was conversation. By now it was eleven o’clock and I was wondering what Alex had in mind. Of course, I had to tell the driver that we would be back in London a little later than originally planned. By now he was beginning to get the drift of what I was up to and became interested himself.

I learned that Alex and Maxine had already performed the ordinary ritual prior to my arrival and had something very special in mind for later. I’d seen the regular ritual many times and didn’t mind missing it, but when Alex told me they were going to go out into the country to do an outdoor ritual, I became somewhat worried. It was still raining and quite cold. But that didn’t seem to bother Alex. Around midnight we piled into the cars again and drove to the foot of a steep mountain. Dimly visible in the distance was the white outline of the famous “Long Man of Wilmington,” a prehistoric rock engraving put there by who knows what people, so large that it could be properly viewed only from the air!

We left the highway at this point and started to trudge up a narrow and very stony path, first through the fields, and then up an increasingly steep mountainside. The driver remained with his cab, but he was promised he would see the lights of the operation from where he was. There were perhaps ten or twelve of us now, mainly younger people, and Alex, wearing a black and gold robe, had gone ahead to prepare for the special fire ritual at the top of the mountain. I managed to walk up halfway, but then the darkness and the slippery path took their toll; since I have occasional bouts with vertigo, I began to feel quite uncomfortable. But the others encouraged me to go on, and when I tried to light my torch, Maxine came over and advised me to put it out again, since I could see better in the dark. She was right, and after a while I resumed my climb. Eventually I made it to the foot of the “Long Man of Wilmington.” At the base, the foot was about a yard long, and one could comfortably walk up the sculpture’s leg. There I halted, refusing to go any further. I had visions of rolling down the mountainside through the mud. With the encouragement of Maxine, who spoke to me through the darkness, and the excitement of what lay ahead, I managed to hold on and wait. Eventually I saw Alex appear at the top of the mountain, standing on the head of the “Long Man of Wilmington” with two lovely attendants. They were dressed in splendid long robes, and after a moment Alex began the fire ritual. It was a sort of religious dance in which the two girls helped Alex perform the ritual of the rising sun. By now it was three o’clock in the morning and the real sun would soon be up. Half an hour later, Alex and the two girls came down the mountain and joined the rest of us. He seemed elated and not at all tired. We drove back to his country house and had tea—the English answer to almost anything from tiredness to upsets. I bade the Alexander Sanderses farewell, took back to the city with me in the cab three of the young people who had come to the ritual from London, and around five o’clock checked in at the Hotel Cadogan.

I don’t think the cab driver will ever forget that night; nor, for that matter, will I. But that is how it is when you go ghost-hunting or visiting witches in England. You never know how you’ll spend the night.
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