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‘A book of wise words that will introduce some people to the light, will draw others back to the light, and will itself long shine light in all sorts of unforeseeable and beautiful ways. Every reader can undoubtedly expect to have their own personal epiphany. A brilliant book with an unforgettable message.’

Dr Christine Ranck, co-author of bestselling book
Ignite the Genius Within

‘Róisín Fitzpatrick has written a remarkable book that is unique in the annals of near-death experiences. Fitzpatrick describes her own harrowing brush with death and transcendent near-death experience, and guides us through her discovery of the forerunners of NDEs in the ancient roots of pre-Celtic culture. Experiences like Róisín’s have now been validated by hundreds of scientific studies around the world, and provide evidence that consciousness is more than the brain and indeed that we are more than our bodies. As a guide to enhancing your own spirituality, Taking Heaven Lightly is a love story in the most sublime sense.’

Dr Bruce Greyson, co-editor of The Handbook of Near Death
Experiences: Thirty Years of Investigation

‘A very important and poignant personal account of her near-death experience, exploring among other things ancient Irish mythology and megalithic monuments. Róisín Fitzpatrick presents fascinating insights into Newgrange and its associated mythology, suggesting access to a heavenly realm, and brings a real relevance from this ancient culture for modern times.’

Anthony Murphy, author of
Newgrange: Monument to Immortality


Following a brain haemorrhage and NDE, Róisín Fitzpatrick turned this adversity into a positive life change. Integrating her passion for sharing the beauty of the eternal light with her business skills from her former career, she has become an internationally successful artist. Róisín lives in Co. Wicklow. Taking Heaven Lightly is her first book. www.RoisinFitzpatrick.com
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I dedicate this book to you. I share my story so that you may tap into your infinite potential and become the person you were born to be. It is not necessary to have a life-threatening near-death experience to feel this love in your life. All that is required is a willingness to be open to the possibility of a greater existence beyond this physical realm, and then to be guided on your own unique soul’s journey. My wish for you is to experience inner peace, love and joy in your life. This is the essential truth of who you are. This is available to you right here, right now, if you make the choice to take your first step towards the light …


A human being is part of a whole, called by us the Universe – a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts, and feelings, as something separated from the rest – a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circles of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.

Albert Einstein
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PROLOGUE

NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE AND CONFIRMATION BY A MEDICAL EXPERT

In one instant, on 22 March 2004, my world was changed forever. Without any warning, I suddenly found myself in a situation where my life was in danger when I suffered a subarachnoid brain haemorrhage.

Later, as I lay in the ICU, fully aware of the potential risks, I embarked on the most remarkable journey of my life – a near-death experience (NDE). During this life-transforming journey beyond the physical realm, I experienced a sense of blissful unity with the universe, and glimpsed the beauty of the afterlife. Ironically, the thing that brought me closest to death became the conduit for the most powerful source of my healing: connecting to an eternal light which, I came to understand, is available to us all, should we choose it.

Exactly nine years to the day after my brain haemorrhage, I met with Dr Bruce Greyson, one of the pioneers and medical experts in near-death experience (NDE) research in the United States.1 Dr Greyson had approached me a couple of years earlier after he heard about my work as Artist of the Light, from a mutual acquaintance. He had asked me to become a participant in his studies because he was interested to learn more about my NDE. Through this research process, I had completed numerous forms and questionnaires as he had analysed my NDE from every angle. When I travelled to see him in person that day at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, I went in search of the answer to one question: did I have a near-death experience during my brain haemorrhage?

I sought an objective opinion from this internationally recognised expert because I wanted to know if the extraordinary event which had such a profound impact on my life, and my whole new way of being, was indeed a near-death experience.

I remember sitting in his office on a bright morning in March as the early sunlight streamed through the windows. The walls of his office were surrounded by rows of beige filing cabinets all stacked tightly together and filled to the brim with research he had compiled over 40 years. I sat comfortably in a cushioned seat, feeling a combination of eager anticipation for our pending conversation and gratitude for his generosity in spending this time with me.

Although we had corresponded through email and letters, this was our first meeting in person. As soon as I met Dr Greyson, I immediately felt at ease in his presence. My first impression was of a man who looks much younger than his years, as he radiated a warm smile. When we spoke to each other I realised that he has a special way of understanding people, with genuine compassion and empathy.

While sitting in Dr Greyson’s office, he answered my queries about various aspects of NDEs in general and then listened attentively when I described the details of my own personal experience. I struggled to find the exact words to describe the beauty of my experience because we simply don’t have the language for euphoric love, brilliance of light and all-encompassing serenity. Nonetheless, I brought him through every detail of my experience. I related how, during my brain haemorrhage, I had embarked on the greatest journey of my life which radically shifted my whole perception of life and death.

I continued to explain that, after that day, my whole life was turned upside down, or to be more accurate, right side up. Everything that I thought was real before paled into insignificance, as an entirely new perception of life appeared before me. I shared how my NDE shook the very foundations of my existence, altering my view of myself and of this world. In a very real sense, after my near-death experience, I gained a new appreciation for life.

After speaking together for a long while, he smiled at me as he paused for a moment, then he leaned forward and said, ‘It always amazes me how so many years after the NDE, experiencers can relate every single detail of the experience, as if it has just occurred. I can confirm that you had an NDE when your life was in danger. I know this because in addition to your high score on the NDE scale in my research, your whole persona, how you live in this world, your attitudes, beliefs and values are all fully consistent with a person who has undergone this traumatic change in life. Your life’s journey over the past nine years reflects this transformation.’

Looking directly at me, Dr Greyson continued, ‘From your experience you have something valuable to share with people who are searching to find a meaning in life and a purpose for our existence. Many are looking for something deeper, wishing to find more joy and inner peace. Some may even yearn for a Divine loving connection, which at some level we know exists but at times seems to be elusive and beyond our grasp. You can encourage people to access this love and fully embrace life.’

‘You also have something quite unique to share. We have a tendency to look to the older Eastern cultures for an explanation and understanding of death with books such as the Tibetan Book of the Dead. With your Irish heritage, you can ground your experience in the timeless wisdom of an ancient Western culture in a way that is relevant to our modern lives.

Through changing our perception of death, we can shed many of our fears and become free to live life from love instead of fear. This is how you can contribute, Róisín. Write this book.’

My sincerest thanks to Dr Greyson for playing a pivotal role in encouraging me to take a conceptual dream and turn it into this book. In the following pages, I recount the story of my own life leading up to my NDE, through the experience and to the present. I share the tremendous impact that the NDE has had on my view of this world, since I had the chance to glimpse what lies beyond in the ‘next’ realm.

During my NDE I discovered that ‘Heaven’ is an exquisite state of pure love that lies at the very core of our beings, while simultaneously existing beyond any boundaries of time and space. I understand it may sound naive, or even ludicrous, to write of such love when we are surrounded by so much destructive chaos and violence in this world. Yet I also know, in my soul, that this love is accessible. You do not need to have an NDE to feel this in your own life. I invite you to open up to the possibility of the existence of this love and you may just find that you can not only feel this love but actually integrate it into your daily life.

Many people, perhaps even you, have encountered a myriad of difficult challenges and hardships along the path of life, maybe in early childhood, teenage years or later on. As a result, maybe you are still searching to find happiness, a sense of purpose and love, to create a better future than past. This might even be the reason why this book is in your hands right now.

I invite you to join me on the soul’s journey to reconnect with our deepest truth: we are pure love and eternal light. This Divine Light lies within each and every one of us. We have simply forgotten how empowered we truly are.2

If you wish to explore this further, parts 2 and 3 of the book provide techniques for strengthening your connection with the Divine Light in your own life. Irrespective of the challenging trials and tribulations you encounter on life’s journey, you can always make the choice to experience greater joy and love in your life now.



Life is no ‘brief candle’ to me.

It is a sort of splendid torch

Which I have got hold of for a

Moment, and I want to make

It burn as brightly as possible

Before handing it on

To future generations.

  George Bernard Shaw






PART 1:

SEARCHING FOR AND FINDING LOVE WITHIN: LIFE BEFORE AND AFTER MY NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE


CHAPTER 1

GIFT OF LIFE: HAPPY CHILDHOOD … AND A BIG QUESTION

My mother often joked that if she had stayed in the west of Ireland, where she was reared, she would have turned to rust with all the rain. Radiating life through her clear blue eyes, soft blonde curls and gentle smile, her beauty along with her effervescent personality was a winning combination, and my father simply adored her.

Dad grew up across the country from my mother’s birthplace, on the east coast of Ireland, in County Dublin. He was one in a million: a kind-spirited person with a mischievous, hilarious sense of humour. Although he was a gifted athlete at golf, tennis and rugby, standing almost six feet tall, with thick, wavy, jet-black hair, his greatest achievement of all was being a devoted husband to my mother and loving father of our family.

My parents were introduced by a mutual friend, while on vacation at the coastal resort of Kilkee in County Clare. After spending just a few days together, they fell in love and became engaged. Five months later, their wedding took place on 8 January 1958. This was the beginning of a happy married life that lasted nearly 53 years.

My parents had four daughters. I am the youngest. My sisters were all born two years apart; then I unexpectedly came along five years later. Being born a son would have been a redeeming feature, so much so that for months my sisters were told they were going to have a baby brother. The day of my birth, one of my sisters proudly announced to her school teacher and the whole class that her baby brother, Brian, was going to be born that day. She still jokes with me of her embarrassment at having to go back to school the following day to say, ‘It’s a girl.’ They named me Róisín (pronounced Ro-sheen), which means ‘Little Rose’ in Irish.

Our home was a happy home, with a constant flow of friends and family passing through for chats over cups of tea, and to enjoy Mum’s baking. The aroma of freshly baked brown bread and crispy apple tarts wafted through the kitchen on a daily basis. During the late summer months, the countertops were packed with a colourful array of jars filled to the brim with homemade fruit jams in preparation for the long winter months. Mum was a Home Economics teacher and we were her most willing students – and expert tasters!

My paternal grandfather established a retail shoe company in Dublin in 1926. Of his seven children, his three sons continued to grow the business. Dad was a company director and buyer. He was often referred to as ‘the gentleman of the shoe business’ in Ireland by his colleagues in the trade, and he truly was. In 1978, the family business was divided among the brothers. Though Dad was of an age when many people consider retiring, instead he set up his own retail shoe company. Mum was a tremendous support to him. They dedicated themselves to establishing their own shoe shop, on Grafton Street, the main retail street in Dublin.

From the age of nine, I often visited the shop with Mum and was delighted when given some simple tasks to do. I was like a kid in a sweetshop wide-eyed with glee, while surrounded by a vast array of beautiful shoes all day. I loved searching for the smallest sizes I could find and trying them on in all the various styles and colours. With a couple of inches to spare, my small feet barely kept the shoes on, as I flip-flopped around on the tan-coloured linoleum of the stock-room floor.

When I was a little girl, I used to sit on the sheepskin rug which lay on the floor in our family’s sitting room, next to the corner of Dad’s armchair. I remember one day we were watching a show called Come Dancing, a forerunner to the celebrity dance shows on television now. I asked Dad if he could dance as well as the performers on the show. He told me, ‘No, Róisín, I have two left feet.’ I looked up at him, looked down at his feet and looked up at him again and said earnestly, ‘I see why you are in the shoe business, Dad, but I will keep your secret.’ For years, I genuinely thought that my dearest Dad had two left feet!

As I grew older, I enjoyed working in the shop and was often there on Saturdays and during the summer and Christmas sales. There was a great atmosphere and sense of fun among staff, who loved nothing more than playing practical jokes on the new junior members. Invariably, they would end up in Dad’s office, searching for the tin of ‘elbow grease’, or sent into Bewley’s bakery next door looking for the ‘pregnant tart’. I had heard of these tricks, so I was lucky to escape the embarrassment.

I had a happy childhood, attending the local school from the age of four to seventeen, where I was educated by some wonderful teachers. But the greatest education of all was out in nature and most especially on the grounds of Howth Castle, located just a stone’s throw from my home. After school during the autumn months, my best friend Michele and I often picked blackberries near the forest around the castle. In the winter, if we were lucky enough to have days off school due to heavy snowfalls, we headed to the castle grounds with our old turf bags slung over our shoulders. Previously used for carrying turf that we burned at home, the bags now served their real purpose, as sturdy sledges for sliding down the snow-covered hills on, again and again and again, until dusk descended. With ice frozen in the creases of our corduroy trousers, red raw hands and ruddy smiling faces, we headed home, praying for the white flurries to swirl and fall throughout the night so we could continue our escapades the following day on a fresh blanket of snow.

We also loved exploring the mysteries of another world in the forest on the grounds of Howth Castle. The beech and sycamore trees, regal in stature with a strong presence yet gentle nature, welcomed us with smiling faces embedded in the crevices and cracks of the warm bark.

As the sunlight filtered through a canopy of leaves, the beams of light revealed a concealed Neolithic (New Stone Age) dolmen: surrounded by soft ferns and long grass, this stone structure, which is over 5,500 years old, consists of numerous vertical slab stones with an enormous horizontal rock placed on top. Even though the overall structure has collapsed, possibly due to the pressure and weight of the capstone, this old ruin has managed to maintain its majestic glory. It still looks like a stone table built for giants, albeit a lopsided one!3

We clambered all over, in and around these huge stones, with our blue-and-white check gingham skirts peeping in and out of visibility. The warm outer stones of this dolmen embraced us, inviting us to enter into the cooler inner sanctuary. With a musty scent in the air, the moist moss and lichen-covered rocks hummed with a faint whisper. A barely audible, rhythmic vibration pulsated throughout the site, as if Mother Nature were breathing life into this sacred womb.

As a child, my senses were instinctively attuned to the high-level vibrations that exist in this ancient place. That was before I grew up and became a so-called ‘sensible’ adult, where reason and logic overruled my intuition. It was only many years later, after numerous life experiences, most especially a powerful, life-changing near-death experience NDE, that I learned to fully appreciate the wisdom of this magical place. I finally heard and felt the true power of that sacred message.

After my near-death experience NDE, I took the time to look at all aspects of my life and what was really important. I felt such a huge sense of gratitude for being alive, and I wished to thank the people who had shown me kindness. I contacted my favourite primary school teacher who had taught me when I was seven or eight years old. When I took her out for lunch I realised in seeing her again just what an important inspiration she had always been to me. Yes, she taught me maths, spelling and drawing, but more importantly, her essence was of pure love. She saw the best in each child and brought it to the surface. This reunion was a lovely opportunity to thank her in person.

My Granny Fitzpatrick was also hugely influential in my childhood. Luckily, she lived close to our home so we were able to visit her regularly. I remember scampering up the stairs in my enthusiasm to see her. However, I was always stopped in my tracks on the landing half way up the stairs by a plethora of stunning shades of light which poured through an enormous stained glass window.

As the light shone through the glass it created a magical array of cobalt blue, crimson red and golden yellow which reflected off the walls and carpet, covering my body. I used to stand there transfixed in awe, staring at this beautiful light, and when I moved, the colours flowed and swayed with me as part of a mystical dance with light. ‘Róisín, Granny’s waiting for you,’ Dad would call in his gentle voice. As I continued bounding up the stairs to reach Granny’s bedroom, I knew that my ethereal dance was only paused for a while, to recommence on my next visit. Little did I know at the time that this early childhood experience would be a catalyst for working with glass and light later in my life.

With the amber coals radiating warmth from the open fire, Granny would sit with her two little black and brown dachshunds at her feet. I would scramble onto the soft woollen rug on her lap as she swayed back and forth in her rocking chair. When she enjoyed herself, her giggly laugh became contagious, as Dad and I would also invariably end up laughing uncontrollably. She had a special ‘energy’ that I was not able to articulate in words. All I knew was that it was a great joy to be with her; I simply loved being around her.

Then one day when I was seven years of age, Mum collected us from school and told us that Granny had gone to Heaven. Although I cried when I heard that she was gone, I felt inexplicably calm because I could sense a warm presence enveloping me. Even though I could not understand it, I was still able to somehow feel Granny’s love and connect with her.

[image: image]

Throughout my childhood, I received a tremendous amount of love from my parents and sisters. Fortunate to grow up in a happy and stable home, I was blessed in that I never wanted for anything, and was provided with every opportunity in life. Although I received all of this unconditionally, at a deeper level, being the youngest child by five years in an Irish Catholic family, I always felt that I should never have been born.

Of course, I am just one of many ‘surprises’ born onto this planet. I have heard of other people also experiencing a deep feeling that they should not be here. Some people who feel out of place on this earth question their very existence. Others search endlessly, trying to make sense of life.

I experienced this sense of not belonging as a lack, so I compensated by trying to excel in my studies and proving my independence. I searched from the outside for the sense of self-worth that could only ever come from within. In the process of seeking externally, I gradually lost the connection with my inner self. Thus as I grew older, I grew the very opposite of wiser!

Over the years, I distanced myself further and further from my soul by allowing objective reasoning to overshadow my inner knowing or intuition. For example, due to the suffering portrayed in the media from the conflict in Northern Ireland I developed a confused view of religion because, in my mind, this seemed to be the reason why they were always at war. This violence, which was ostensibly in the name of religion, made no sense to me. How could they murder each other when both sides claimed to be ‘Christian’, with a belief in the Commandment, ‘Thou shalt not kill’? As a consequence, I lost all my faith in God. Similarly, I rejected the mysticism of Celtic lore, which I had become familiar with in my youth – to my reason-focused brain, the possibility of life beyond the material world appeared too unrealistic to comprehend. It took many years and life experiences before I learned to fully appreciate the true meaning.

I have since come to learn, especially when I experienced a life-altering NDE, that at a deeper soul level each one of us is born for a reason. Everyone’s life has meaning and value. Each person has a purpose, even if at times we may question why we are here. As we journey on life’s path, we are given innumerable opportunities to connect with our souls’ deepest truths to become the people we were born to be.

[image: image]

When I was in secondary school, I enjoyed learning but I could not wait to leave and get out into the world. I was delighted when I was accepted into Trinity College Dublin. Trinity is a special place to study, situated right in the heart of Dublin city. Once you walk through the entrance at Front Arch, all the hustle and bustle of the city centre is left behind, as you enter another world – a scholarly sanctuary. The university is steeped in history, being over 400 years old, with a long and rich history of traditions and beautiful architecture.

The university is famous as the home for the Book of Kells, the illuminated manuscript of the Gospels, transcribed by the monks in the seventh century. During my four years studying at Trinity, I was asked on numerous occasions for directions by tourists searching for ‘Kelly’s novel’. Somehow I don’t think the medieval monks would have appreciated this modern moniker for their sacred script!

I remember standing in the hallway of my parents’ home at the end of my first year at Trinity. Suitcase in hand, I was about to head off for the summer, having received a scholarship to study Italian at the University of Siena. Of course I was scared, but I took a deep breath and decided to jump at the opportunity. I felt just the same sense of nervous excitement the next summer before I left to work in the United States. It was a similar feeling in the summer of third year, when I went abroad once more, this time to work in Canada.

In all of these life-changing experiences, though each could feel nerve-racking at the time because I hardly knew anyone or anything about the places I was going to, looking back I invariably met wonderful people while travelling in different countries. These experiences would help me in later years when I needed to take other leaps of faith.

In my third year at Trinity, I was given the opportunity to study for six months at the university of Louvain-la-Neuve in Belgium. While studying there I lived in a mixed-gender students’ residence where everyone got on like a house on fire. I learned that total immersion really is the best way to learn a language. By the end of the six months, I was not only speaking and writing in French, I was even dreaming in French. However, the learning process was not without its faux pas. I remember saying to everyone at dinner one evening that Irish food was different to Belgian, as we have ‘pas de préservatif’, thinking I was saying there were no preservatives in Irish food. Little did I know, until they all fell around laughing, that I had just told them there were no condoms in Irish food! Another time, I announced to everyone that I was off to the chemist to get some batteries, or so I thought. Alas, no, I had just told them that I was off to the chemist to buy pilule, which is French for the contraceptive pill. All the guys were grinning from ear to ear. As a naive young Irish girl, I was simply mortified.

After graduating from Trinity in 1990, I was among the lucky graduates chosen for a six-month work programme at the European Commission in Brussels. During this period, I travelled to many of the countries which had recently regained their freedom after years of oppression behind the Iron Curtain. I was thankful for the opportunity to expand my vision and learn so much about the different European countries.

In addition to travelling around Europe, I visited Japan for three weeks as part of a programme sponsored by the Japanese government in conjunction with the European Commission. We travelled to Mount Fuji and wrote our requests at the Buddhist temples. In Kyoto, we saw the spectacular Golden Temple and Japanese Zen Gardens. I distinctly remember experiencing a sense of calm in these places. Although at this point in my life I did not believe in God, nor in the possibility of a spiritual force guiding the universe, nonetheless, I was still intrigued by the Shinto faith. I was fascinated to learn about the similarity between this religious system and many of the old Irish beliefs in terms of the reverence for nature. A few days later on the same trip I watched a kodo drumming performance. This primal art form resonated with me as it reminded me of some Celtic spiritual traditions. Unconsciously, something began to stir within me, suggesting that there might be more to life than is visible to the eye.

However, this light was quickly extinguished when I had a hauntingly powerful experience while standing at the Dome in downtown Hiroshima. A spindly steel skeleton of a structure is all that remains of the Dome – it was destroyed, along with most of the city and its inhabitants, by the nuclear bomb in August 1945. The shell of this edifice stands isolated, surrounded by an eerie silence. After learning of the devastating effect of the Second World War on so many different populations around the world, and seeing the photographs and papers in Hiroshima Museum, I remember thinking: how can the human race intentionally destroy itself? How could there be a loving God, with all this devastation and destruction?

On my return from Japan, my work at the European Commission came to an end. At this point, I was fortunate to receive a scholarship from the Swiss government to study at the University of Geneva’s graduate programme of International Relations – Hautes Études Internationales. I was delighted to have the opportunity to learn more about world politics and economics, as I tried to make some rational sense of this world in which we all live.

When I had completed my studies and was about to graduate at the end of the academic year, one of my professors invited me to work for his department at the United Nations (UN) in Geneva for the summer. In the midst of this broadening experience, one of my other professors called me into her office and explained that she had just received a request from the newly established European Bank for Reconstruction and Development in London. This bank was created to assist the former communist countries of Eastern Europe with their economic integration into the rest of Europe. They had contacted her in their search for a Business and Economics graduate, fluent in French and English, to liaise with the European Commission. Smiling, she said, ‘The job description is identical to your resumé, Róisín, the only detail missing is your name!’

After applying for the position, I was called for interviews in London. I remember that, on the day prior to the interviews, I had my hair tied up in a twisted, sophisticated style, in an attempt to look older than my years, because I was only 23 at the time. In the hair salon they must have used an entire can of hairspray, as my abiding memory of the series of interviews was of being in a tiny room and thinking that I must be ‘gassing’ them with the hair spray. The fumes must have worked however, because they offered me the job!

Within a week, I received the formal contract in the mail. On the crisp white headed paper with the European Bank’s royal blue logo, the detailed terms of my tenured position were clearly typed in black ink. I had been offered a full-time, life-long contract, with all the financial perks of expatriate status, to work for one of the most prestigious international institutions. This was an incredible opportunity for somebody so young. These contracts were like gold dust. So why did I feel sick to my core? Why did I have an awful sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach? Why was I postponing signing the contract that I should have been jumping for joy at receiving? In retrospect I can see that my inner voice, instinct, soul or whatever you might wish to call it – that part of us that is always connected with our highest truth – was whispering to me, ‘This is a great job, Róisín, but it is not right for you.’ Rationally, it made sense to take this job because on paper it seemed perfect. Choosing reason over intuition, I ignored my inner knowing. After signing the contract, I packed my few boxes and headed off to London at the end of the summer. This also meant splitting up with a wonderful Swedish student who I had been dating at the time. He was so supportive and encouraged me to take the job because he knew that this was a great opportunity.

At one level, I was extremely grateful for this job because Ireland was in a dire economic situation in the early 1990s and many of my classmates from university were unable to find work. I also felt that it was a great privilege to work using my skills in an international context and hoped to make some positive, even if minor, difference to the quality of people’s lives in Eastern Europe. I recall laughing with Mum on the phone, relaying to her the health insurance component of my contract. ‘Goodness, Mum, as if I would ever need that!’ I had always enjoyed great health. However, little did I know what the future held in store for me.
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For the first few weeks in Britain, I stayed at a friend’s apartment in south London. Once I knew my way around the city, I rented an apartment on the first floor of an old period building which was nestled on Meard Street, a little cobblestoned lane in the heart of London’s West End. It was an atmospheric place with lots of people bustling around the theatre district at night. There was, however, one disadvantage to living in this apartment.

Within a couple of weeks of moving in, some rather dubious characters began to ring my buzzer late at night. Although initially perplexed by these intrusions, I soon realised while perusing a guide book of this area of central London that the first-floor apartments on my street were rented by the more expensive ‘ladies of the night’! I immediately ran down the flight of stairs, tore away the label with my name on the bell and replaced it with a ‘Don’t even think about ringing this bell’ note, which thankfully worked – most of the time.

It was fantastic to be located in such a central location. I was able to take the iconic red double-decker London bus to work and be there in about ten minutes. Every morning I watched the number eight red bus trundle down Oxford Street, slow down and eventually grind to a halt at the bus stop. I grabbed onto the metal pole and stepped aboard through the open doorway located at the rear of the bus.

‘Where ye off t’, luv?’ the conductor always asked in his distinctive Cockney accent. ‘Bishopsgate,’ I’d reply, all the while smiling at the conductor and maintaining eye contact to ensure that I was polite. By saying as little as possible, I could be taken for British, American or from mainland Europe, but as soon as I spoke, my accent could reveal my origins. Every morning was the same, as I gave a monosyllabic answer in a hushed tone.

I was very much aware of my Irish accent. It was a challenging time to be Irish in London, as the Irish Republican Army (IRA) was at the height of conducting its bombing campaign in the City of London’s financial district. It had only been a few months before I arrived in London that, in April 1992, a massive one-ton bomb detonated by the IRA at the Baltic Exchange struck a costly blow to the heart of the United Kingdom’s financial district.

The worst losses were the three fatalities and 91 injuries,4 but the bomb also caused £800 million worth of damage, significantly more than the total damage caused by the 10,000 explosions that had occurred in Northern Ireland since the beginning of ‘the Troubles’ in 1969.5

One year later, on Saturday, 24 April 1993, at 10.27 a.m., without any warning, there was a loud blast in the City of London. At that moment, I was in the centre of the financial district, attending the European Bank’s annual general meeting. The conference room was packed with delegates from the bank and representatives from all the countries of Eastern Europe. The violent intensity of the explosion caused all of the glass windows to shudder in their frames, rattling in unison. This was quickly followed by a huge rush of air which swept through the room, engulfing the entire space. We all gasped, as we sat motionless holding our breaths, not knowing what would happen next. Staring at each other with disbelief, we quickly realised that a bomb had just been detonated nearby.

The one-ton bomb had exploded in the major Bishopsgate thoroughfare of the financial district. This massive bomb caused extensive damage to multiple buildings up to a third of a mile away from the centre of the blast, including London’s tallest building at that time, the NatWest Tower.

Shaken by the incident, I decided to head straight home rather than returning to my office. Without speaking a word to anyone en route, I walked the few miles back to my apartment. Making my way past the cordoned-off areas, where the air was heavy with clouds of dingy, dark fragments of dust, I carefully selected my steps to avoid the pointed shards of glass and jagged slabs of concrete. Littered among the debris were papers and documents strewn in every direction, expulsed from the gaping voids that only hours earlier were securely sealed office windows.

When I eventually arrived at my apartment, there were a number of frantic messages on my answering machine from my Irish friend Séamus, who also lived in London. He knew that I was working that day in the financial district. Frightened that I might have been injured by the blast, as soon as I replayed the messages I heard, ‘Róisín, are you OK? Call me as soon as you get this message. I have been trying to get hold of you at your office, but they do not know where you are. Call me.’

I phoned him immediately. ‘Thanks a million, Séamus, I’m fine. Thank goodness it was a Saturday, and most of the offices were empty, otherwise it would have been a massacre.’6

After these bomb attacks, the British government tightened security, creating a ‘ring of steel’ around London’s financial district, whereby access routes to the financial hub were either closed off or secured by checkpoints with armed policemen. The IRA maintained the atmosphere of fear by issuing a statement: ‘No one should be misled into underestimating the IRA’s intention to mount future planned attacks into the political and financial heart of the British state … In the context of present political realities, further attacks on the City of London and elsewhere are inevitable.’7

The pressures of being Irish while living in London were not my only challenges during this period. At the time when I was working at the European Bank, I was at least ten years younger than my peers and felt totally out of my depth. However, by focusing on the positives, I tried to make the best of my new job. I would often work late into the night, as there was so much to complete. One of my colleagues joked that I should have had a sleeping bag rolled up under my desk, so I could just keep going from one day into the next. Nobody forced me to work that hard; it was my own choice. Looking back at that time of my life, through a combination of perfectionism and over-working, I masked my real feelings and ignored my soul’s truth.

A friend of mine once said that working in a job that is well paid, but in an environment that is not true to your soul, is like being a bird trapped in a golden cage. While the surroundings and the exterior may look great and while materially such a position may fulfil all the requirements that society associates with success, nonetheless, if it is not your truth, it does not matter if it is a golden
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its kind ... sublime’
Dr Bruce Greyson, co-editor of

“The Handbook of Near Death Expericnces






