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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

My interest in ghosts and what most people call “the supernatural” (even though I consider it perfectly natural) started at an early age indeed.

In kindergarten, to be exact.

“Enough of this nonsense,” the kindergarten teacher, Miss Seidler, said sternly, and a hush fell upon the assembled children. There were seven or eight boys and girls, roughly four years old, grouped around a boy who sat on a wooden chair in the middle of an imperfect circle. Imperfect was right. The teacher did not approve of our activities. I was the little boy in the middle, and I had been telling the kids some of the wildest ghost stories ever heard anywhere since Edgar Allan Poe was in knee pants.

Tales of the supernatural seemed to come to me easily, as if I had been born to tell them; where I got my raw materials is still a mystery to me. But apparently the plots hit home; parents started to complain that their offspring wouldn’t sleep nights, demanding more and better ghost stories; and what the heck were they teaching their youngsters at Miss Seidler’s?

It was clear that Miss Seidler did not intend to make ghost-story-telling a regular—or even an irregular—part of the curriculum.

“Hans,” she now demanded, “let me see that.”

“That” was the book of wisdom I had been holding in my hands, pretending to read from. It was a little futuristic, for I could neither read nor write at that point, but I had seen grown-ups doing it, so I copied the action. My book was no ordinary book, however. It was my father’s trolley car pass, expired, in a nice black leather cover. Miss Seidler was not impressed.

After a moment of silence, she returned the pass to me, and told me to stop telling ghost stories.

But you can’t keep a good man down. By the time I was six, I was regaling my mother’s family in Moravia with tales told me, allegedly, by the wood sprites in the trees along the little river that flows through the city of Bruenn, where I spent every summer. My beginnings in the psychic field were humble, to say the least, and about as far from fact as you can go.

Fortunately, my uncle Henry was a dreamer and understanding. At his side, I had my first whiff of the real thing: Psychic experiences really existed, I was informed, and my interest was now doubly aroused. Uncle Henry, of course, did not treat me like a parapsychologist: I was a boy of maybe nine or ten who liked adventure, and that was precisely what he was going to give me. In his room, furnished exclusively with eighteenth-century furniture and antiques, we held seances by candlelight. He had some early books dealing with unexplained occurrences, and used to read from them in distorted Latin. The sound but not the meaning penetrated my consciousness, and it was all very exciting.

Uncle Henry did not say there were ghosts and spirits; neither did he say there weren’t. It was all I needed in getting my secret work cut out for me; a responsible adult approved, so I was doing the right thing!

As the years passed, my interests veered toward science and the unconquered territories of electronics and radio. A new rationalism grew in my mind and I became very cocky in my attitude toward anything I could not touch, see, hear, or feel at this point: How could such things as spirits exist?

There had to be a “natural” explanation, regardless of the evidence presented! I was completely unwilling to regard an unseen world around us as anything but pure fantasy, as remnants of childhood memories totally incompatible with my brave new world of electronics.

I was about ten at the time, and such silly attitudes were perhaps normal. But I know some mature, intelligent adults who have exactly the same sort of reasoning. There is that television producer, for instance, who patiently listened to all the evidence for the existence of psychic phenomena, looked carefully at the photographs taken under test conditions, and even managed to have an experience with strange pictures himself—to no avail.

“There’s got to be some other explanation,” he would intone regularly. He, like many others in our materialistic world today, is incapable of accepting the truth unless that truth conforms to his preconceived notions as to what that truth must look like. It is a little like the bed of Procrustes. Procrustes, you may recall, was a highwayman in ancient Greece whose particular brand of fun consisted of placing unwary travelers into his “special” bed: If they were too long, he’d cut them down; if they were too short, he’d stretch them to fit.

I did not attend the ordinary, tuition-free high school in my ancestral city of Vienna, Austria, but managed to get into a Gymnasium, a combination of high school and junior college, with emphasis on the humanities. My electronics spirit had somehow departed along the way, and was now replaced by a burning desire to become an archaeologist. Children often change their plans dozens of times during their school days, depending on what influences them in the world around them. But in my case, at least, the label stuck, and I did indeed become an archaeologist—at least at first.

That was in the 1930s, when Europe seethed with political unrest and the madman of Berlin had already cast a heavy shadow upon smaller countries around Germany, such as the Austria I grew up in. It seemed foolish, on the face of it, to study history and the humanities in Gymnasium in order to continue at the university in the hopes of becoming an archaeologist, at a time when more practical pursuits might have been wiser. I also evinced a strong interest in writing, and it was clear to me that I would be a Schriftsteller, an author, of some kind—exactly what I have become. But in the 1930s, when I was in my early teens, this was really quite outlandish to my parents and friends.

In the second half of my Gymnasium period, when I was sixteen years old, I was profoundly impressed by one of my teachers, Franz Spunda. This brought me into immediate disrepute with most of my classmates, since he was one of the least-liked teachers and one of the most feared.

The reasons for this were in the man’s character: He was a taciturn, dour man who seldom joked or said an unnecessary word, and whose scholastic behavior was stern and uncompromising. Other teachers you could soften up, but not him. What impressed me about Franz Spunda, however, was not the fact that he was disliked by my classmates, of course, for I am not a nonconformist for its own sake. Spunda was a well-known writer of historical novels who, like so many authors, even successful ones, was forced to augment his income by teaching.

Perhaps he resented this, for it interfered with his more important work, but his storehouse of knowledge was greater than called for in his teaching position. His classes dealt with literature, as was to be expected, but I soon discovered that Dr. Spunda had a deep interest in parapsychology, just as I used to have in the old Uncle Henry days.

I read some of Spunda’s books, which led to the very technical books on parapsychology by Professor Oesterreicher and by G. W. Gessmann, both published in the 1920s, which I acquired in 1935 when I was fifteen. Suddenly I realized that there was truth in these accounts, and that it was worthy of my further efforts to involve myself in the study of the occult. Whenever I had an opportunity, I let Dr. Spunda know that I shared his interests in these fields. On one occasion, I picked as the topic for a paper the rather cumbersome title of “Dr. von Schrenck-Notzing’s Theory of the Telekinetic, Teleplastic, Ideolplasticity,” and confounded my classmates just by the title, to say nothing of the contents!

But not Dr. Spunda. After I was through, he remarked that it was a hodgepodge of several theories and proceeded to criticize my statements with the experienced approach of an inside man. After this, it became clear to my classmates that I was something special, and many avoided me afterward in anything but the most superficial relationships. It suited me fine, for I preferred a few close friends to general and shallow popularity.

At the University of Vienna, my days were occupied with the formal studies of archaeology and history; psychic matters had to wait. In 1938, we decided that the threatening war clouds would soon erupt into rainstorms of blood and destruction, and I went to live in New York where my father had spent many years at the turn of the century as an immigrant. All this time, my interest in the world of the sixth sense lay dormant, though far from dead. In 1946, I met for the first time Eileen Garrett, whose work has influenced my thinking profoundly, even though we do not always agree on the conclusions to be drawn from it.

Mrs. Garrett was not only one of the world’s greatest mediums, she was also the president of the Parapsychology Foundation, which at one time sponsored my research and that of many others in the field, including the famous “father of ESP,” Prof. Joseph B. Rhine of Duke University.

At this point in my studies, I was still trying to find some “natural” way of explaining the phenomena I had witnessed, to correlate them with the known facts of science and nature, even though they might be new aspects or little-known facts within the customary framework of human knowledge and understanding. But the Rockland case threw me for a loop: For all intents and purposes, this was not a shallow impression of a past event, but a seemingly living human being from the past, temporarily using the body of the medium to act out his problems.

I could not reconcile what I observed with the concept of a “dead” impression left behind in the atmosphere, devoid of all further life or power to react to those making a fresh contact with it. I began to get uncomfortable as I realized what I was trying to do: Select my evidence not on the basis of truth, but instead make the facts fit the theory. Fortunately I am a very honest fellow. I can’t live with half-truths and I don’t fool myself about anything when I know, deep within me, that it is wrong.

Consequently, it began to dawn on me that there were psychic cases involving lifeless “impressions” in the atmosphere, and that there were also cases of authentic hauntings, where a human being was continually reliving his past emotional tragedy.

For me, the search was on for the proof of personal survival, that is to say, scientific evidence that man does survive physical death and continues his existence as a full individual in another dimension.

I realized that ghosts were not exactly ideal cases with which to prove or disprove the nature of that “other side” of the universe. It had become clear to me that all ghosts were either psychotic or at least psychologically disoriented minds, not balanced individuals who had passed on. Obviously, if the survival of a personality was a fact, it would be far more common than hauntings, and the evidence for it should be capable of verification on a much larger scale. More people die “normally” than under tragic conditions, and even among the latter class, those turning up as “ghosts” are again a small portion of the total thus “qualified.”

Where was I to turn to find evidence for this so-called spirit world about which the spiritualists had been talking so nicely for so long, without ever convincing me of its reality?

As for so many others raised in the upper middle class, all emotional religions were alien to my way of life. I grew up considering spiritualist mediums as either outright fakes or misguided self-styled prophets at best, and the practice of séances in questionable taste. Should I now reverse myself and seek out some medium and try my hand at a sance?

In 1953, Igot to know a group that met regularly at the New York headquarters of the Association for Research and Enlightenment, better known as the Edgar Cayce Foundation. This was a study group, and mediums worked with it to learn more about their own abilities. One such budding medium was Ethel Johnson Meyers, who has since become one of our more famous psychics and one of the people I frequently work with in my investigations. At that time, however, she was just a singing teacher with mediumship who wanted to find out more about herself.

Ethel’s controls—spirit personalities operating her psychic channels to regulate the flow of information and to keep out intruders—were her late husband Albert and a Tibetan named Toto Himalaya. I must confess that Toto sounded absolutely phony to me, somewhat like a vaudeville Indian making grunting noises and behaving very much like a synthetic Tibetan, or one manufactured by the unconscious of the medium herself. This, of course, is an age-old question: Are these “controls” real people or are they parts of the personality of the medium that act out consciously during a trance and which the medium cannot act out when awake?

I have never been able to prove satisfactorily the reality of these controls, and some trance mediums like Sybil Leek don’t have them. But I haven’t any evidence to say that they are anything except what they claim to be, and am of late persuaded to accept them as indeed real human beings who have crossed the threshold into the nonphysical world. Even so great a medium and human being as Eileen Garrett has not been able to make up her own mind on this difficult question.

When I first met Toto via the entranced Ethel Meyers we had our difficulties, for I don’t take kindly to generalities and bits of philosophy that waste both a medium’s and an investigator’s time.

But if Toto was indeed an ancient Tibetan priest, he had a right to preach. I just wasn’t particularly ready to listen to the sermon at that point. Instead, I decided to test Ethel’s psychometry talents. Psychometry is the gift of touching an object and describing instantly its history or owners. Naturally, the medium must not know anything about the object or see its shape or outline, in order to avoid any conscious clues as to its identity.

Consequently, I took the object I had in mind, wrapped it several times in paper, then in pieces of cloth, until it became a shapeless parcel of about an arm’s length and weighing perhaps three pounds. With this thing under my arm, I came down to the Association, where Ethel Meyers was already in the midst of psychometrizing objects. At the first free moment, I thrust the parcel into her outstretched hands and watched for her reactions.

For a moment Mrs. Meyers sat as if stunned. Then, with a shriek, she rose from her chair, at the same time throwing the parcel onto the floor as if I had handed her a stick of dynamite with a lit fuse. Even though it was early spring, she was sweating and I could tell she was upset.

“I see a sacrifice,” she mumbled, and shuddered. “This is some kind of ceremony … a dagger … don’t like it.” She looked at me sternly, almost reproachfully.

“It’s all right, Ethel,” I said, “I shan’t ask you to touch it again.”

With that, I picked up the package and started to unravel it. The others present had formed a circle around us as layer upon layer of cloth and paper disappeared. Eventually, I held in my hand a gleaming dorje or Tibetan sacrificial scepter, at the end of which was a dagger. I had meant to make Toto Himalaya feel at home, and all I had succeeded in doing was getting Mrs. Meyers upset!

The following year, after attending dozens upon dozens of meetings at the Association, I made a special visit because my friends had told me of a new medium who had joined the experimental group and seemed interesting. I was late in arriving and took a seat in the rear of the darkened room. At the far end, a woman sat with her eyes closed, while a small red light burned next to her, casting an eerie glow over the assembled people.

This went on for about fifteen minutes—utter silence while the medium slept. Then she awoke and gave messages to some of those present. It was her brand of mediumship, this going out “alone,” and then returning and talking. Most mediums go into trance and talk during, not after, the trance state. The lights came on now, and I arose to leave. I had walked down the corridor when the medium I had just observed came after me and stopped me.

“Are you Hans Holzer?”

I nodded, sure someone had told her my name. But, as I later discovered, nobody had.

“Then I have a message for you. From an uncle.”

Now I have lots of uncles, some dead, some living, and I was not impressed. I looked at her blankly.

The dark-haired woman shook her head impatiently.

“His initials are O. S.” she said rapidly, “and he’s got a wife named Alice. She’s a blonde.”

All at once I felt shivers down my spine.

Many years before, an uncle of mine named Otto Stransky had died tragically. I was not particularly close to him, and had not thought of him for years. There had been no reason to do so; his family lived thousands of miles away, in South America, and there was almost no contact. Whatever it was, the medium certainly had not read my unconscious mind.

His wife’s name was indeed Alice. When he had been alive, she had been a blonde, but by now, however, Alice’s hair had long since turned white. Yet, to the timeless memory of her loving husband, the hair would forever be blonde!

That was the first time I had come in contact with a clear-cut message from a departed relative or friend that could not be explained by fraud, coincidence, mind reading, or some otherwise explainable cause. It had to be the survival of human personality. I thanked the lady, not realizing at the time that she would also play a large role in my future work. She is probably one of the finest clairvoyant mediums in America today. Her name is Betty Ritter.

Now I knew that in some instances at least, proof of survival could be shown. Then why not in all? Why not, indeed. My mind was made up to turn my attention to this end: to give the average person the facts of afterlife, in terms he or she can both understand and accept; to be a scientist but not a negative doubter. Truth does not need interpretation, just exposure.

That’s how I became a Psychic Investigator.

It would be many more years before, on the insistence of the late Eileen Garrett, I would put down in book form the first of my series of real ghost hunts. That book was Ghost Hunter—an immediate and resounding success, selling eleven editions and all kinds of foreign adaptations … not to mention the fact that it brought me into television, first as a guest with an interesting book and point of view, and eventually, as in the TV series In Search Of… as on-camera person, writer, and producer. Today, as I write these lines, two national television series are in the works in which I will participate.

Prof. Hans Holzer, Ph.D.
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Ghosts of the American War of Independence

The struggle for liberty by the American colonists provides some of the most dramatic and fascinating true ghost stories. Names familiar to all of us suddenly become living people.

Nathan Hale, as every schoolchild knows, was the American spy hanged by the British. He was captured at Huntington Beach and taken to Brooklyn for trial. How he was captured is a matter of some concern to the people of Huntington, Long Island. The town was originally settled by colonists from Connecticut who were unhappy with the situation in that colony. There were five principal families who accounted for the early settlement of Huntington, and to this day their descendants are the most prominent families in the area. They were the Sammes, the Downings, the Busches, the Pauldings, and the Cooks. During the Revolutionary War, feelings were about equally divided among the town people: Some were Revolutionaries and some remained Tories. The consensus of historians is that members of these five prominent families, all of whom were Tories, were responsible for the betrayal of Nathan Hale to the British.

All this was brought to my attention by Mrs. Geraldine P. of Huntington. Mrs. P. grew up in what she considers the oldest house in Huntington, although the Huntington Historical Society claims that theirs is even older. Be that as it may, it was there when the Revolutionary War started. Local legend has it that an act of violence took place on the corner of
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