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INTRODUCTION
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This book contains the most comprehensive descriptions ever provided by Irish people about what happens at the point of death.  Some of those interviewed here have died.  Fortunately, through the use of modern-day resuscitation techniques they have been restored to life.  On their return from the gates of heaven they have recounted remarkable stories. 

Many have gone through dark tunnels, entered an intense brightness, been welcomed by deceased family and friends, and encountered a ‘superior being’.  The vast majority say they felt calm and serene as they drifted away from their bodies to life on the other side.  Virtually all have been marked forever by their extraordinary experiences.

For tens of thousands of years mankind has wondered about where we go when we die.  All civilisations and cultures have tackled the issue.  Even our Neanderthal ancestors, some 50,000 years ago, buried their deceased with food and stone implements to accompany them on their journeys from the land of the living to the land of the dead.  

Since then many religions have dealt with the subject.  Most have concluded that life continues after bodily death.  Some promise eternal life in paradise.  Others offer cycles of rebirth and reincarnation.  However, despite appealing to trust, faith and belief, they have been remiss at establishing what really happens when we die.

Medicine hasn’t helped either, espousing a clinical cycle of birth, ageing, disease, death and decay that is cold and misleading.  Death, doctors tell us, occurs when the brain stops functioning.  Our bodies – just like machines – shut down.  Nothingness follows and we crumble to dust.  

That premise, as this book shows, would appear to be well short of the mark.  If the testimony in this book is to be believed – and it is both credible and reliable – then what awaits us after death stretches well beyond that moment when our vital bodily functions finally cease to work.  

The origins of this book date back to September 1990, when an account of a remarkable near-death experience appeared in the local press.  Most of the typical elements were there – the out-of-body travel, the tunnel, the sense of peace, the bright light, the welcoming by relatives, the encountering of a border or boundary, and the eventual return to real life.  

Having stored the page in a file, I found myself coming back to it time and again over the years.  It held a strange fascination, an unusual attraction, a compelling interest and appeal.  In 2007 I eventually re-opened the file and resurrected the report.  It led me, over the following years, to a nationwide search for other stories.

It wasn’t an easy task.  There were no dedicated research archives in Ireland and no significant coverage of the topic in the local or national press.  Church sources, in particular, were less than helpful, arguing that what happens after death is a ‘mystery’ and advising me to leave it at that.  

Some of those I contacted misunderstood the nature of the project, confusing it with a study of ghosts or the occult.  Those of a religious persuasion were worried about a potential conflict with the tenets of their faith.  

Many were nervous of being named and fearful of being categorised as strange, weird or unstable.  Others struggled to describe the indescribable – happenings belonging to another dimension that involve intense feelings and sensations outside our normal linguistic range.  

Yet the stories were there – and there in abundance.  I was genuinely surprised by the huge number of ordinary people, living normal lives, who had extraordinary stories to tell.  They related their anecdotes with remarkable clarity and consistency, and the details never changed when rechecked.  

Above all, the interviewees in this book are solid, level-headed and sound.  All are genuine and sincere.  What follows are their honest accounts, in their own words, of their acquaintance with death.  For all of us, this may be the nearest we will get to understanding where we go when we die.  

Colm Keane
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DISCOVERING THE LIGHT
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Michael Paterson’s heart stopped beating on 28 September 1981.  It was somewhere between late morning and early evening when he died.  His body, at the time, was lying on an operating table in Belfast, surrounded by doctors battling to save his life.  His physical form lay on the table but he was elsewhere.  ‘I was suddenly aware of being in a dark tunnel, with a light at the end of it,’ he recalls.  ‘I was moving towards it.’  

He felt calm and at peace as he drifted along.  The light ahead was luminous, intense.  ‘It was like a circle of light which got bigger as I got closer.  I was moving along in the blackness and the next thing I was in the light itself.’  There he was surrounded by welcoming figures: ‘It felt like these were friends or relatives but who they were I didn’t know.  I felt very comfortable.  It was extremely pleasant.’

Back in the hospital the doctors fought to revive Michael’s body which was in a very bad way.  He had suffered severe physical injuries in a terrorist attack.  He was badly smashed up.  He had lost lots of blood.  In sharp contrast to his body, the ‘other’ Michael was in a place where everything was tranquil and serene.  ‘It was like a spiritual experience,’ he reflects.  ‘I felt very much at peace and felt very welcome.’

He also felt, however, that the time wasn’t right.  Aged 24, he was young, physically fit, just married: ‘I got a sense of, “I don’t belong here yet.”’  Almost immediately Michael returned to his body.  ‘It was,’ he says, ‘like a sudden return.’  Eventually he learned that he had died briefly while in surgery.  He learned, too, that what he had gone through on that day back in 1981 was a classic example of a near-death experience.  

A near-death experience describes a range of extraordinary occurrences that can happen at the point of death.  To begin with, those who are dying, or have clinically died, leave their physical body and float away.  The vast majority feel serene and at peace despite the trauma they have gone through.  A sense of calmness overwhelms them.  They feel warm and happy.  

Many enter a long dark tunnel with a bright, intense light at the end.  They may travel along the tunnel and enter the light which, although very strong, isn’t dazzling.  The place they come to sometimes features lush countryside, green pastures, rich meadows and an abundance of flowers.  They feel they are ‘going home’.  Familiar people, most likely deceased family members or former friends, often come to greet them.  They may also meet a ‘superior being’, frequently believed to be God, who is compassionate and kind.  

Many encounter a barrier, border or boundary.  It may be a bridge, river or lake.  Some undergo a life review, with images from their past lives flashing before their eyes.  A decision then faces them – should they return or press on?  Sometimes those they meet encourage them to ‘go back’, that ‘it’s not their time.’  Other times they themselves reluctantly decide to return, despite feeling an overwhelming desire to cross over.

The journey back is quicker, almost instantaneous.  Often on re-entering their bodies they feel disappointed and regretful about the choice they made.  Many no longer fear dying.  These features, as you might expect, vary in detail from person to person although many are commonly shared.  Either way their lives on their return are dramatically changed, and memories of what they experienced remain for as long as they live. 

Jimmy, from County Wexford, had a near-death experience in his 50s.  A long-time sufferer from heart trouble, he clinically died for 22 seconds following a series of cardiac arrests.  ‘I walked through the tunnel and stood in the light,’ he recalls.  ‘I was in a lovely meadow which had flowers from every land, including exotic flowers.  I walked a few yards and was standing on the edge of a river.  

‘There, on the opposite side of the river, I saw my sister who died when she was 16 years old.  She was standing hand-in-hand with my father-in-law who had died.  The two of them never knew each other.  They beckoned me to come across.  I had the feeling I was going into a new life.  I went into the water and started to swim.  When I was in the middle of the river they let their hands go and parted.  

‘Behind them was a light – a light of warmness, confidence and trust.  There was someone standing in the light.  I could see a form.  The light seemed to come from two hands – like a statue of Jesus.  No words can describe what I saw.  This figure with outstretched hands came nearer and nearer.  I wanted to catch those hands but could not swim any quicker.  

‘There was this feeling of being welcomed home.  It got more intense as I got nearer.  I put up my hands to touch the form with outstretched hands.  But when just a finger-length from touching the hands I started to go backwards and the light went backwards.  I came back to life again.  I was disgusted when I came back.  I wanted to stay there.’

For Jimmy, the experience was intensely gratifying: ‘Standing there in the light, I knew I had made it.  I was free of all pain and hospitals.  It was a joyous feeling.’  Others interviewed for this book echo his views.  Jane Smyth, from County Wicklow, says: ‘I was in a place that was magnificent.  It had a little stream in the middle and green grass on both sides of the stream.  It wasn’t a huge river or anything.  It was lovely.  The peace was wonderful.’  

Sarah, from County Donegal, felt at home with the people she met: ‘I wanted to go to them as if they were long-lost relatives or ancestors or friends.  It was an overwhelming desire.’  Monica, from County Limerick, was similarly overjoyed: ‘The experience has changed my life.  When I am near a person that is dying now, I almost envy the beautiful experience that is awaiting them.  I never cry for a person that is dead.  It’s a new beginning and they wouldn’t want to return.’

As we have seen, one of the first steps in a near-death experience is for a person to drift out-of-body before travelling away.  Some combination of the tunnel travel, bright light, life review, greeting by relatives and meeting with a ‘superior being’ then takes place.  However, it is also possible for someone to just leave their body and the other features never occur.  The person, in other words, has a straightforward out-of-body experience.  

Typically, a person may float away from their body and observe themselves down below.  They might, for example, be watching themselves lying on an operating table or unconscious at the scene of a crash.  Alternatively, they might travel long distances to faraway places.  They eventually return to their body.  These out-of-body journeys, although equally intriguing, are therefore more limited and restricted in scope than a near-death experience.  They are also less intense.  

Elizabeth, from County Down, had an out-of-body experience which occurred one night in bed.  ‘I felt I was leaving my body completely and moving off,’ she recalls.  ‘I was floating up above myself.  I could see myself clearly below but I knew the real me was the one above and it was just a body down below, just packaging.  I thought, “This is weird.  I don’t like this.  I’m going to die.  I’m about to go.”’  

Kristian, from County Donegal, had an altogether stranger experience following a stabbing.  ‘I have a memory, when I was out cold in hospital, of being at the edge of a cliff, kind of hovering over the edge of it,’ he recollects.  ‘It was night-time and it was dark.  There was water maybe 50 metres down.  The cliff went vertically down and the waves were crashing up against the bottom.   

‘I didn’t have any thoughts.  It was just nothingness, nothing going through my head.  I felt myself being elevated up towards the sky.  I hovered up about ten feet and then, suddenly, I felt myself coming back down again.  It ended with me waking up about five or six hours later in Intensive Care.’  

An estimated one in ten people have out-of-body experiences, representing some 600,000 Irish men, women and children.  The incidence of near-death experiences is understandably lower although still substantial.  A Gallup poll conducted in the USA established that one in every 20 Americans experience them.  Applying this ratio to Ireland, the figure amounts to some 300,000 people.  

For most, the near-death experience is overwhelmingly positive.  There are, however, exceptions, with a small number of people having ‘hellish’ ones.  Estimates vary.  One study puts the figure for negative experiences as low as one in 100.  At the upper limit it may be around one in six, seven or eight.  Some out-of-body journeys can also be frightening, as we shall see later on in the book.  

Anyone can have one or both, including males and females, and incorporating all cultures, races and creeds.  Christians, Buddhists and Hindus have them.  Atheists have them as well.  All social classes and occupations are accounted for.  Nor is the nature or cause of illness a barrier to inclusion.  Whether the illness is prolonged or brief, following from an accident or chronic sickness, or resulting from a failed suicide attempt, it doesn’t matter – the possibility of having a near-death or out-of-body experience is common to all.

Children have them too.  Paediatrician Dr. Melvin Morse, who studied childhood cases for his book Closer To The Light, estimates that 70 per cent of children who face death have a near-death experience.  According to another study, undertaken by the well-known researcher P. M. H. Atwater, only a tiny minority of children – three per cent – have a bad experience.  

Children sometimes have their experiences following a near-drowning or high fever.  Both can bring them to the edge of death.  Following revival in the case of the near-drowning or recovery from the fever, they may eventually speak about what occurred.  Unlike adults, they are generally willing to talk freely.  Their testimony is also highly reliable because of their openness and innocence.

Among the childhood cases featured in this book is the story of singer Mickey Harte, from County Donegal, who fell into a stream as a kid and travelled out of his body.  ‘I remember seeing myself lying down below,’ he recalls.  ‘I could see myself from above.  I was just hovering there, watching myself.  You’d wonder how as a child you could see yourself down there in that position.  You’d wonder how you could even think of that as a kid, how you could conceptualise it.’   

Another case concerns a four-year-old girl named Chris, from County Wicklow, who left her body while gravely ill.  ‘I was gone from the bed and was sitting on the window-ledge,’ she remembers.  ‘I am 100 per cent sure I had died.  I was out of my body, over by the window, although I could still see my body in the bed.  I don’t really know what happened.  I was just in bed one minute and the next minute out of the bed.’

Many internationally-known names have also had near-death or out-of-body experiences.  Actor Peter Sellers, famous for his Pink Panther films, witnessed the light following a heart attack in 1964.  ‘I felt myself leave my body,’ he recalled.  ‘I just floated out of my physical form and I saw them cart my body away to the hospital.’  Sellers died.  ‘I looked around myself and I saw an incredibly beautiful, bright, loving white light above me,’ he said.  ‘I wanted to go to that white light more than anything.   

‘I knew there was love, real love, on the other side of the light which was attracting me so much.  It was kind and loving and I remember thinking, “That’s God.”  Then I saw a hand reach through the light.  I tried to touch it, to grab onto it, to clasp it so it could sweep me up and pull me through it.’  Instead, Sellers was told: ‘It’s not time.  Go back and finish.  It’s not time.’  He returned to his body, bitterly disappointed.

Actress Sharon Stone, of Basic Instinct fame, experienced something similar while fighting for her life in hospital in 2001.  Stone almost died having haemorrhaged from a torn artery at the base of her skull.  ‘This brilliant, bright, white vortex of light was upon me.  It was beautiful and very illuminating,’ she said.  ‘Then I was met by some of my friends, people who are very dear to me.  But it was over very fast and suddenly I was back in the room and in my own body.  I came back from the abyss and I survived.’  

Another great movie legend, Elizabeth Taylor, died for five minutes while undergoing surgery in the late 1950s.  ‘I was pronounced dead,’ the star of Cleopatra recalled, ‘and actually saw the light.’  During the experience she was met by her former husband Mike Todd, who had died in a plane crash.  ‘I went to that tunnel, saw the white light, and Mike,’ she explained.  ‘I said, “Oh, Mike, you’re where I want to be.”  He said, “No.  You have to turn around and go back because there is something very important for you to do.  You cannot give up now.”’

Yet another film star, Jane Seymour, who featured as a Bond girl in Live And Let Die, had an out-of-body experience back in the 1980s.  It followed an allergic reaction to penicillin, resulting in her dying for about 30 seconds.  ‘I literally left my body,’ she explained.  ‘I saw the white light and I saw, from the corner of the room, them trying to resuscitate me and I saw a syringe with blood in it.  I was above them, in the corner of the room, looking down.  I remember my whole life flashing before my eyes.’  Fortunately, Seymour returned to her body and lived.  

Similar stories can be found in ancient texts.  The Greek philosopher Plato, who lived from about 427 – 347 BC, chronicled one of the first examples of a near-death experience.  Although written long ago – well before the time of Christ – the details are remarkably familiar.  The account relates the story of Er, a soldier who was killed in battle.  Twelve days after his death he revived while on his funeral pyre and told of a remarkable journey to the other side.  

He described how ‘his soul left the body’ and travelled towards a light which he said resembled a ‘rainbow, but brighter and purer.’  Accompanied by others who had died, he arrived at a place where there were entrances to both heaven and hell.  Judges stood there deciding who was to turn right into heaven or left into hell.  In Er’s case, he was instructed that it was not yet his time but to return to his body.  He was also told to inform others, back on earth, of the otherworld and what determines their fate.  

Near-death experiences can also be found in ancient Irish manuscripts, where similarities with modern-day accounts are startling.  In the old texts, brightness is everywhere.  Scenes of glorious light are described.  Bridges are crossed, which separate either heaven from hell or life from death.  The bridges usually span rivers, valleys or lakes.  Heaven, we are told, is a rich and wonderful place, always pleasant and with fertile land.  Gardens and fields overflow with beautiful flowers.  Sweet smells are everywhere.  

People, often dressed in white, are welcoming and joyful.  All is relaxed, peaceful and calm, with the only sounds coming from a low hum of voices or heavenly choirs.  We are also informed, in many of these documents, how the soul travels towards the otherworld before turning back – indicating that the phenomenon of a near-death experience was well-known to Irish men and women since early times.

Perhaps the earliest Irish example of a near-death experience can be found in the story of Saint Fursa, who lived in the seventh century.  In 633 he fell ill and appeared to have died.  Plans were set in train to bury him.  Ancient documents written within a century of his death describe how, instead of dying, his soul left his body and travelled to the other side.  There he reputedly saw angelic choirs, witnessed heavenly singing and observed the great joys of the blessed.  

People he recognised – holy men and priests from Ireland – greeted him and offered advice.  He was also given a glimpse of the fires of hell.  He described how devils flew through the flames, tormenting sinners.  He received burns on his shoulder and jaw, which remained with him for the rest of his life.  Eventually, we are informed, the soul of Fursa ‘was restored to his body.’  Inspired by the experience, he continued his missionary work in England and in France.  He died around the year 650.

In approximately the same time period, another Irish saint, Adamnán, who came from County Donegal, ‘departed from out his body on the feast of John Baptist.’  He describes heaven as being full of light and covered in a beautiful fragrance – a joyous, noble and splendid place where only happiness reigns.  The Lord exudes splendour, brightness and loveliness.  His appearance is described as ‘a fiery mass,’ ‘seven times as radiant as the sun’ and ‘burning on forever.’  He has ‘a radiance as of a royal star’ encircling him.  

Adamnán is also taken to hell, with its many horrors.  The sounds of wailing and moaning are everywhere.  Instantly – ‘in the twinkling of an eye’ – Adamnán is then led ‘whereunto he had been brought at first, after his departure from the body.’  From there he returns to earth, to his bodily form, and continues to preach about what he had seen during his many visits to Ireland, and also in Iona.  His death is believed to have occurred in 704.

A third, and final, near-death experience with widespread appeal throughout Ireland – this time in the Middle Ages – involves a nobleman and knight from Cashel by the name of Tundale.  By all accounts, he was a sad and miserable soul.  Although from a distinguished family and possessing a cheerful appearance and elegant manner, he was described as cruel, neglectful of the Church, mean to the poor and a friend to ‘buffoons, mimes and jesters.’  

The story is told how, one day, Tundale travelled to Cork to retrieve a debt.  While there, he collapsed.  Attempts to resuscitate him failed.  Arrangements were made for his burial.  Fortunately, those who worked on reviving him noticed what they thought was a small patch of heat on one side of his body.  His burial was delayed as a result.  It proved to be a wise decision as, following a period of three days, Tundale recovered to explain how his soul had separated from his body and he had embarked on a voyage to the other side.  

Tundale describes heaven as being wonderfully scented, full of flowers and open fields, bright and pleasant.  The sun shines and the inhabitants are beautiful, ‘without spot or wrinkle’ and dressed in white, precious robes.  Everybody is happy and joyful.  There is no sadness.  Choruses of saints, dressed in brilliant white, sing their praises to God.  ‘The white of their garments was as white as snow struck by the radiance of the sun,’ we are told.  He is filled with joy.

Although anxious to stay, Tundale is ordered to return to earth and to re-enter his body.  Immediately he felt the weight of his body and perceived himself to be back in its form.  His eyes opened, he sighed and he came back a changed and God-fearing man.  ‘Is this not the spirit going and returning?’ everyone gasped, bringing to a close the most comprehensive near-death experience ever recorded in Ireland. 

The interest of Irish people in near-death and out-of-body experiences waned in the Victorian era.  At the time, both the middle classes and the ascendancy were obsessed with spirits and ghosts and the issue of how to communicate with the dead.  Ireland was captivated by the supernatural.  Séances, involving spiritualists attempting to make contact with the deceased, became fashionable.  Clairvoyants were in widespread demand.  

This intense fascination with what was often referred to as ‘spiritism’ was hardly surprising.  Victorians, having already invented the wireless, telephone, typewriter, gramophone, bicycle, petrol-driven car and steam train, among thousands of other useful things, understandably felt confident of conquering the new frontier beyond the grave.  Everything, it was believed, was possible.  

The American, Thomas Edison, who invented the light bulb, tried his hand at constructing a machine to contact the spirit world.  Dublin was abuzz with the progress being made.  The poet W. B. Yeats enthused over a new apparatus – which he referred to as the ‘metallic homunculus’ – purportedly designed to receive and amplify voices from the other side.  So confident was Yeats in the product that he referred to it as potentially ‘the greatest discovery of the modern world.’

There were other reasons why spiritualism rather than near-death or out-of-body experiences dominated the Victorian era.  The reality at the time was that the state of medical science was far from conducive to surviving near-death.  Few heart attack patients outlived their ordeal.  Most died.  Medical advances involving resuscitation, ECGs, drugs, and especially the use of defibrillators to shock the heart back into a normal rhythm had yet to be perfected.  Cardiac arrest patients had, as a result, considerably less chance to recover and to tell their tales.  

In the circumstances, near-death visions – which are also examined later in this book – became an object of great fascination.  It was widely reported and believed at the time that deceased family and friends came to welcome the dying to the other side.  Societies such as the Dublin Hermetic Society and the Dublin Theosophical Society spent many evenings discussing the topic.  

Extensive research was undertaken by Sir William Barrett, who was Professor of Physics at the Royal College of Science in Dublin.  During the period when Barrett conducted his inquiries, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the Royal College of Science had yet to be absorbed into University College Dublin, where it eventually formed the basis of the Science Faculty. 

Barrett, in Death-Bed Visions, which was published in 1926 but contained material mostly collected decades earlier, relates some remarkable stories of visions witnessed by the dying shortly before death.  He especially chronicles meetings with relatives and friends – an element that would later be identified as part of the classic near-death experience.  Among his case histories is a story from 1906 detailing the death of a young boy, aged nine.  

The boy, we are informed, had recently undergone an operation from which he failed to recover.  Despite his condition he was perfectly rational and lucid, fully aware of the presence of his mother, the nurse and the doctor.  Knowing he was dying, he held his mother’s hands.  After a short time he looked up and asked her if she too could see his little sister in the room.  ‘No, where is she?’ his mother asked, aware that his sister had died four years before his birth.  ‘Right over there.  She is looking at me,’ he responded.

The boy then exclaimed that he could see a deceased adult acquaintance along with a young friend who had died about a year beforehand.  ‘I’m going to them,’ he said.  ‘I don’t want to leave you, but you’ll come to me soon, won’t you?  Open the door and let them in.  They are waiting outside.’  Immediately after saying this, he died. 

Barrett also identified a further element that would later be recognised as a component of the near-death experience – the barrier, border or boundary.  One story he relates concerns a woman who, close to death, spoke of seeing her deceased mother and father, her brother and sisters, among others.  ‘Can’t you see them?’ she asked her husband, who could not.  She then added, ‘Part of our family have crossed the flood, and soon the other part will be gathered home, and then we shall be a family complete in heaven!’  

Further stories – this time relating to visitations shortly after death – surfaced from other unlikely yet credible sources.  Dan Breen, describing his life as a guerrilla fighter during the struggle for national independence, wrote how his comrade Seán Treacy, who had just been shot dead, appeared to him at the foot of his hospital bed.  At the time, Breen was confined to the Mater Hospital in Dublin and had no knowledge that Treacy had been killed in an ambush in nearby Talbot Street.  

‘I am not given either to superstition or to flights of imagination,’ Breen wrote in his 1924 autobiography My Fight For Irish Freedom, ‘and yet I knew beyond any shadow of doubt that Seán Treacy was dead.  I saw him standing at the foot of my bed with a radiant smile on his countenance.  Towards nightfall Mick Collins came to see me.  “Where is Seán?” I asked.  Mick averted his eyes and replied, “He’s out in the country.”  Ten days passed before I learned the full story.’ 

Similar accounts were commonplace throughout the first half of the twentieth century.  Dan Keane, from County Kerry, recalled for me an event which took place around the death of his father in 1941.  Dan was aged 21 at the time.  ‘My father had TB of the throat,’ Dan remembers.  ‘A few nights before he died I heard him say that he saw his father, who had died in 1918, at the foot of the bed.  That was only a few days before he passed away.  

‘My father was very sick with TB but he had his senses about him.  He said it to more than one of us.  We didn’t question him and he made no remark only that he was there.  We had heard of things like that before, of people seeing other people, especially their parents, when they were dying.  They would see their parents coming to them.  It was common.’

It wasn’t until much later in the twentieth century – the 1970s – that perceptions concerning death were turned upside down by startling revelations from America.  At the centre of the storm was a groundbreaking book by businessman Robert Monroe in which he described how he had frequently floated outside of his body.  His adventures, he explained, had begun one day back in 1958 when he became detached from his physical form.  Panic-stricken and fearful that he was dead, he forced himself into a speedy return.  Similar events happened regularly after that.  

Monroe’s disclosures were, in truth, far from new.  What he described had in earlier times been referred to as ‘astral travel’.  Similar spectacular happenings were known and noted as far back as ancient Egypt, where etchings and drawings portrayed images of the ‘Ka’, or astral body, leaving the physical form.  Other references can be found in ancient writings from India, China and Tibet.  Indeed, it can be said that the Irish legend of Mog Ruith – the blind Druid from Munster who could fly through the sky to work his spells against his enemies – was rooted in the concept of astral travel.

Monroe, in his book Journeys Out Of The Body, introduced the phenomenon to a new audience.  The influence of his book, which was published in 1971, was startling.  It brought to public attention common occurrences that had become buried and suppressed over the centuries.  Monroe called them ‘out-of-body experiences’.  Later, in 1974, he set up the Monroe Institute in Virginia, USA, which to the present day examines issues surrounding human consciousness.

The floodgates opened, with people who were previously fearful of being seen as mad or delusionary stepping forward to tell their tales.  They described how they had departed from their bodies sometimes during illness or following a major trauma.  Often there was no obvious reason at all.  Many reported leaving their bodies while asleep.  Most could recall vivid details of what had happened below.  Some explained how they had passed with ease through walls and other obstacles.  

Many of the stories were highly convincing.  One of the best known involved a heart attack patient in the USA, named Maria, who featured in Kimberly Clark Sharp’s book After The Light.  The woman – a middle-aged Hispanic migrant worker – explained how, following a coronary, she had watched herself being resuscitated while floating up near the ceiling.  She provided, in vivid detail, a description of the resuscitation procedures and the conversations between medical staff, along with information concerning the equipment that was used.  

She also explained how she had travelled outside the hospital, where she saw a man’s dark blue tennis shoe, which was well-worn, scuffed near the left little toe and with a lace caught under the heel, sitting on a window-ledge some three stories above the ground.  Her social worker – the book’s author Kimberly Clark Sharp – was intrigued.  She checked three sides of the hospital before locating the shoe.  

‘I was four rooms into the west side of the building when I pressed my face against a window-pane, peered down on yet another ledge, and felt my heart go thunk.  There it was,’ Kimberly Clark Sharp reported.  She also concluded that the only way Maria could have described the shoe, and its details, was by hovering in mid-air, three stories up, and directly in front of the shoe!

The world had barely come to terms with the concept of out-of-body travel when a new study arrived on the scene.  The book Life After Life, which was published in 1975, explored near-death experiences and had instant public appeal.  Compiled by a young American named Dr. Raymond Moody, it was based on more than 100 case studies of people who had reached the point of death and survived.  

Moody, for the very first time, coined the phrase ‘near-death experience’.  Like Monroe, he gave definition to a phenomenon that had been occurring for thousands of years but in modern times had been suppressed and concealed.  People – to put it plainly – had, before Moody, feared being regarded as mentally unsound if they divulged their personal accounts.  The book’s publication also ‘created a worldwide change in our understanding of death,’ as one eminent medical expert put it. 

The origins of Life After Life were simple.  While studying philosophy in Virginia, Moody attended a talk by psychiatrist Dr. George Ritchie, who related a remarkable story.  Ritchie, it transpired, had been declared dead after contracting double pneumonia but had been successfully revived.  He described how he had left his body, entered a brilliant light that emanated love, and reviewed all the events of his life in a grand panorama.  

Later, when lecturing at the University of Virginia, one of Moody’s students told him of another experience featuring details that were almost identical.  More and more evidence eventually came his way.  Remarkably, the accounts all shared characteristics in common – the sense of being dead, the bodily separation, the feeling of peace, right through to the tunnel, the bright light, meeting deceased relatives and friends, encountering a ‘superior being’, and a reluctance to return to the world of the living. 

The reaction to the book, from scientists and sceptics, was savage and swift.  Many questioned the nature of near-death experiences, arguing that they were in reality a form of mental illness.  More suggested the phenomenon happened only to religious fanatics.  Others claimed they were, at best, hallucinatory or rare.  Denial was commonplace.  

A doctor who attended one of Moody’s lectures asked the first question from the floor at the lecture’s conclusion.  ‘I have been in medicine for a long time,’ he began.  ‘If these experiences are as common as you say they are, why haven’t I heard of them?’  Hoping that someone else in the audience might have encountered one, Moody asked, ‘Has anyone else here heard of anything like this?’  To which the doctor’s wife raised her hand and told how a very close friend of theirs had once had a near-death experience! 

To this day, a heated debate has ensued, with opposing camps holding widely-conflicting views.  The controversy is a complex one, rooted on the one hand in biological, chemical and psychological research, and on the other hand in spiritual truths professed down through the centuries.  Both sets of arguments will be examined towards the end of this book.  

The debate, as we will see, is expansive, stretching all the way back to Fursa, Adamnán and Tundale, and further still to the Old and New Testaments, the Koran and other sacred texts with their expositions about the hereafter.  The ancient Sanskrit Hindu scripture Bhagavad Gita puts the spiritual case well: ‘Never was there a time when you did not exist and there will never be a time when you cease to exist.’

The dispute, at the end of the day, is inconclusive.  As Moody says, near-death experiences might well be ‘a glimpse into another plane of reality.  But is that life after life?  I just don’t know.’  Ultimately, in the absence of definitive proof, the decision can only be yours.  The evidence lies in the pages ahead.  
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