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			INTRODUCTION

			The mind is a curious cocktail. Though our consciousness is cordoned off into three basic states—deep sleep, REM (rapid eye movement), and waking—these “locations” have porous borders, inviting bleed-throughs and mixtures. Odd chimeras of experience during or adjacent to sleep and dreams hint at wider and hidden aspects of ourselves and the strange territory we may traverse, from the savage and frightening to the astounding and sublime.

			The sleeping mind is a mysterious backdrop that science is just beginning to shed light on. Consider that it was only sixty-some years ago that researchers discovered REM, the rapid eye movement cycle that’s correlated with dreams. More recently still, the state of sleep paralysis, known since antiquity and often associated with the supernatural, has been legitimized by scientific and medical researchers.

			Before it became associated with disturbing dreams, the word nightmare was actually used to denote sleep paralysis, the uniquely petrifying combination of REM and wakefulness that is the launchpad for this book. Sleep paralysis, with one tentacle in the surreality of the dreamworld and the other in a frozen, yet wide-awake awareness of one’s actual surroundings, rockets to a place where the paranormal, folklore, and science overlap, and then diverge. The incubus, the Old Hag, and vampiric demons are some of the “friends” we’ll meet.

			Our journey continues with the panoply of aberrant activity called parasomnias. These include relatively benign behavior such as sleep talking, diet-busting sleep eating, and more potentially dangerous activities such as “did I or didn’t I?” sexsomnia, as well as sleepwalking and sleep driving that can take the somnambulant out into the world. There’s also REM sleep disorder, in which people seem to be acting out their dreams, thrashing their limbs, or sometimes punching the air or their unlucky bed partner. Even more alarming are the “Ambien zombies,” who act out bizarre actions and sometimes crimes they have no memory of later.

			It’s estimated that in the United States around 8.4 million people sleepwalk each year. On rare occasions, something goes horribly wrong. Worldwide, around seventy people have been murdered by those claiming to be sleepwalking. We’ll take an unflinching look at what happens when someone commits murder in their sleep. Even when a killer is able to show evidence they were sleepwalking, is their subconscious somehow liable?

			Afraid of what you might do in your sleep? On the reverse end, if you try to go without it for long periods, your brain will insert REM hallucinations and microsleep intervals that can turn into waking nightmares for those behind the wheel on a long drive. Encompassing radio DJ stunts, consciousness explorers, torture victims, and people with the rare, fatal familial insomnia disorder, stretches of sleep deprivation delineate a remarkable if mostly harrowing road map of what happens when our shut-eye is shut down.

			Beyond sleep paralysis, even “normal” nightmares can shake a person to the core. Who hasn’t woken up in a sweat, relieved that yes, it was only a dream, yet still imprinted by the disturbing experience or even feeling a physical residue? Once, when my teeth turned inside out in a nightmare, my mouth hurt upon waking. Research has found what separates a nightmare from a mere bad dream is that a nightmare will wake you up either out of fear or to escape the scene. Steel yourself for a deep dive into extreme dreams and recurring nightmares, and, if we dare, facing our subconscious monsters head-on.

			I’ll introduce you to a slippery borderland where phantom images, faces, and phosphenes float unbidden through the mind’s eye. In the hypnagogic state, tenuously perched between waking and sleep, a person may have heightened sensitivities to PSI and mediumistic communications with spirits and the dead. Synesthetic glimpses defy translation. Shamans enter this liminal realm like a gateway or portal, while artists such as Salvador Dali have culled some of their unforgettable surrealistic images from it.

			We’ll navigate the mental minefield, where it can be difficult to distinguish between REM-fed phantasms and external apparitions of torment. Some contend that behind the curtain of sleep and dreams, it’s open season for attacks and interference by a grab bag of ghosts, poltergeists, and astral entities. But it’s not only the spirit realm that can put its spectral hooks in us—people with strong psychic skills are said to be able to mentally attack others, particularly in the susceptible sleep state, sending out havoc-inducing thought-forms.

			Do aliens represent other-dimensional beings, similar to astral entities that can occasionally intersect with our reality? A number of researchers have declared in a sort of “case closed” mind-set that most reports of alien abduction are simply misunderstood episodes of sleep paralysis. Yet the typical pattern of similar-looking Greys conducting repetitive examinations and experiments aboard UFOs doesn’t really jibe with the unique entities or presences conjured during sleep paralysis. Peering into bedroom abductions and their proximity to sleep, we’ll look for explanations of aliens in the shifting sands of consciousness and in the context of other paranormal phenomena.

			Finally, we’ll explore the fascinating world of lucid dreams, where the dreamer becomes consciously aware they’re dreaming and can exert some control over a malleable environment. Another phenomenon, only verified by scientists in the last few decades, “awakened” dreaming offers a pathway to revolutionizing one’s dreamworld, tapping into creativity, expanding self-knowledge, and evolving as a spiritual being . . . or just having a bunch of wild adventures and fantasy sex. And yet, in recent years, there’ve been whispers of the “dark side of lucid dreaming” generally not spoken of in the workshop circuit. For truly unbalanced individuals, lucid dreaming may trigger combustible consequences.

			Thank you for letting me be your GPS as we wind our way through the darkly illuminating labyrinth I call Nightmareland, where the borderline is the destination.

			—Lex “Lonehood” Nover

			October 2018
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			CHAPTER ONE

			SLEEP PARALYSIS

			The year was 1999, and I was living in New York City, a bit jittery as the millennium beckoned. It was late at night, and I was listening to Art Bell on the radio, who at the time was the maestro of the strange and paranormal. But then, as it sometimes happens when listening to the radio in bed in the wee hours—I fell asleep.

			Only I didn’t fall asleep in the way I usually do. I had entered a quasi-dream state in which I was conscious of my physical surroundings and the live radio show, and yet a menacing being was materializing in full view. I was terrified but couldn’t react. My body was completely frozen. I was watching a green-eyed blond man dangling from the ceiling, as though in a web. Stark naked, he seemed to loom over me with a murderous intent, as an innocuous commercial for shortwave radios played in my ear. The event seemed tortuously long but probably spanned less than a minute before the paralysis ended and the figure vanished.

			I had encountered such a state once before, and so I recognized it as an episode of sleep paralysis (SP). But that earlier experience happened without a point of reference. It both alarmed and intrigued me. I searched for something that might help explain what had happened to me but couldn’t find much. This was before the Internet. Even so, I learned that the event had a name and that I wasn’t the only person who had experienced it.

			It took me years to share my story, probably for fear people would think I was crazy. I first wrote about SP back in 2001. Since then, there’s been a profusion of research, books, articles, and online forums on the topic. But even now, many people are still unfamiliar with this curious and terrifying state. Like me, those who have experienced it may be shy about telling others, ashamed or embarrassed.

			It’s surprising that SP remains in the shadows given that some 40 percent of the population will experience it at least once in their lives, with a much smaller percentage plagued by repeat episodes.1 Reports of the phenomenon date back thousands of years. Galen, an influential physician of the second century AD, attributed it to indigestion, though the malady has been associated with a vast array of causes over the centuries, including carbon dioxide poisoning of the brain, an elongated uvula, and the consumption of West Indian alligator pears.2

			Across cultures, a great deal of supernatural lore has accumulated in tales of the incubus and the Old Hag. The original Anglo-Saxon definition of nightmare comes from nicht (night) and mara (incubus). We’ll delve into accounts of the incubus and succubus (female demon), along with other beings, a bit later, but for now, here’s a look at the nuts and bolts of a typical SP occurrence:

			
				• The person knows they are completely awake and not asleep and are typically supine.

				• They have a realistic view of their room or environment, and their eyes may be open.

				• Except for the eyes, the body is completely paralyzed.

				• There is a sensed presence in the room, accompanied by an overwhelming feeling of fear and dread.

				• A heavy pressure is felt on the chest, and there is difficulty in breathing.

			

			Additionally, a variety of voices, sounds, and vibrations are sometimes reported as nonsensical language, buzzing, tingling, or even a kind of electrocution, along with floating or out-of-body sensations. Things get even creepier in cases when the “presence” takes form and starts to interact with the experiencer.

			An experience of SP is recounted by “Ron” in David Hufford’s seminal 1982 book The Terror That Comes in the Night. Ron describes an episode when he was living in a fraternity and had come home dead tired in the middle of the afternoon and decided to take a nap. He fell into a deep sleep lying on his back. A door slamming woke him up, but when he opened his eyes, no one was there. Ron could hear a stereo playing from a nearby room. “But the next thing I knew, I realized I couldn’t move. . . . I was able to look around the room. And I started to feel (chest) pressure. . . . And it increased. . . . I just laid there.”

			Ron said an amorphous being suddenly emerged in his room. “This grayish, brownish murky presence was there. And it kind of swept down over the bed and I was terrified! I can’t remember when I was this scared! . . . It was kind of like a surrealistic shape. . . . It was like nothing I had ever seen before. . . . I felt this pressing down all over me. . . . I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move.” This undefined presence stood over him with a glare that he described as evil. He felt an enveloping pressure and struggled to get out from under it. Eventually, Ron was able to move his arm and the presence quickly dissipated. “But everything else just remained the same. The same stereo was playing next door.”3

			During an SP experience, the sensed apparition or hallucination can evolve from a shadowy form to an actual entity, at first seen from a distance. “Bad odors are frequently reported, which is striking as most dreams do not include this sense impression,” remarks dream researcher Ryan Hurd, who adds that the intruder’s (or intruders’, in some cases) appearance is unique for each person, and accounts have included “demons, hairy monsters, disfigured people, hooded figures with gleaming red or yellow eyes, the Devil, witches, hags . . . [and] aliens.”4 If the SP victim is not able to end the paralysis, the entity may actually initiate physical contact, sitting on the person’s chest or choking them, as well as making sexual advances.

			Research professor and pharmacologist Ronald K. Siegel experienced an SP episode in which a gelatinous “succubus” climbed into his bed and straddled him, whispering in what sounded like backward spoken English from a mouth that stunk of tobacco. The intruder’s hand felt cold and dead but “she” had him in a tight grip, squeezing him “like a soda straw” in a suffocating mix of sexual intoxication and terror. Siegel hypothesizes that hyperventilating during sleep paralysis reduces the brain’s supply of oxygen, and this may contribute to the hallucinations as well as triggering a sexual response not unlike the practice of autoerotic asphyxiation.5

			In his book Dark Intrusions, paranormal researcher Louis Proud, who frequently experiences sleep paralysis, describes a hideous being that seemed surprised to encounter him, as though it were seeing a human for the first time. “With its large wrinkly head, and glassy black eyes, the entity resembled some sort of troll. Still paralyzed, I lay there studying it for a moment. The entity looked startled, embarrassed even, for it must have assumed I was sound asleep.” Then, Proud continued, it rose up in the air and in a manner of seconds began to shrink, as though it were being sucked down a tube.6

			Not all intruders are humanoid. Prof. Chris French, the founder of Goldsmiths’ Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit, relates the account of one of his students, Peter Moore, who used to be a frequent SP sufferer. One night, he awoke to find himself paralyzed and nearly unable to breathe. “He could see his bedroom and managed to tilt his head, only to see an evil-looking black cat sitting there hissing at him,” French recalled. “But what was most terrifying about this vision was that the cat’s white skull was inverted and dripping some sort of black goo. By a huge effort of will, he finally managed to break out of his paralysed state with the intention of attacking his visitor, only to find himself delivering a right hook to thin air.”7

			BATWINGS, ELVES, AND CRONES: SLEEP PARALYSIS AROUND THE WORLD

			Before we plunge into the scientific and paranormal explanations, let’s take a spin around the globe, in a kind of “Olympics parade” of sleep paralysis, to sample the cultural terms and interpretations applied in different locales.

			Perhaps best known in North America is “Old Hag,” an expression native to Newfoundland, where SP is not an uncommon occurrence. By saying “I had Old Hag last night,” a Newfoundlander can quickly convey what otherwise might take ten or fifteen minutes to explain.8 In his study of the phenomenon there, David Hufford notes that the locals sometimes referred to the victim of an attack as being “hag rid,” which may represent part of the etymology of the word haggard. Regardless, Hufford writes, “the word ‘haggard’ has been as thoroughly laundered of its original supernatural connections as has the word ‘nightmare.’”9

			Called kanashibari (“bound by metal”) in Japan, the phenomenon is depicted in folktales and manga as a magical power used by monks to immobilize people and animals, as well as in popular TV shows. “Almost all Japanese . . . know the word [kanashibari] for this usage. Some believe the phenomenon is caused by spiritual beings, some not,” psychologist Kazuhiko Fukuda of Edogawa University told The Atlantic.10

			On the island nation of Saint Lucia, and elsewhere in the Caribbean, an attack of the kokma is said to occur when someone is either just falling asleep or waking up. Islanders believe it’s the spirit of a dead baby haunting the area that’s attacking them, jumping on their chest, or clutching their throat.11

			In the far north Arctic regions, native people speak of agumangia and ukomiarik, in which the paralyzed person feels a “soul” try to take possession of them.12 Among the Inuit, the experience is closely linked to the spirit world and “the frightening manifestation of a shapeless, or faceless, presence.”13

			Dab tsog, an evil nightmare spirit, afflicts the Hmong of Laos. Some Hmong refugees to the United States have died suddenly in their sleep, in what appears to be SP-related cardiac arrest. These cases of sudden unexplained nocturnal death syndrome (SUNDS) will be explored later in the chapter.

			On the Hawaiian islands, the Hauka’I po (“Night Marchers”) are conceived of as avenging spirit warriors from the ancient days. In a more auditory spin on SP, the heavy sound of their footsteps and drums strikes fear as they grow nearer because it’s said that looking into the warriors’ eyes will bring death.14

			According to German lore, the Alp is a demonic being or elf that attacks and paralyzes people in their sleep, in what is called Alpdrücke (“elf pressure”). They are said to be able to enter one’s sleeping chambers through the keyhole of a closed door.15

			In Zanzibar, a Popobawa (“bat-wing”) assault may involve someone waking up in the night to find themselves being “attacked by an amorphous or shape-shifting intruder which was most frequently described as ‘pressing’ or ‘crushing’ their chest and ribs,” as described by social anthropologist Martin Walsh. Unfortunately, this led to a panic in 1995, when frenzied mobs killed or attacked strangers suspected of being manifestations of Popobawa.16 A similar panic took place in Tanzania in 2007, when sex attacks were blamed on the bat demon. “Some men are staying awake or sleeping in groups outside their homes. Others are smearing themselves with pig’s oil, believing this repels attacks,” the BBC reported.17

			The lovely sounding Kikimora is not so lovely to those in Slavic countries such as Poland and parts of Russia, where this female house spirit (said to grow from a dead fetus or stillborn child) disturbs both men and women during their sleep.18

			In Brazilian folklore, the Pisadeira is described as “a crone with long fingernails who lurks on roofs at night and tramples on the chest of those who sleep on a full stomach with the belly up.” The Pisadeira is believed to be a descendant of the Portuguese myth Fradinho da Mão Furada (“Little Hand-Hole Friar”), in which the Friar enters people’s bedrooms “and places his ‘heavy hand’ upon their chest, preventing them from screaming.”19

			A DEMON FOR THE ARTS

			While it’s fascinating to observe how a shared neurobiological and/or paranormal phenomenon is understood through different cultural filters, SP has also been portrayed in major works of art and literature over the years, and more recently in films and documentaries. The most ubiquitous image is Henry Fuseli’s 1781 oil painting The Nightmare. The painting, in which a demonic imp leers at the viewer while sitting atop the chest of a sleeping or unconscious woman (as a mysterious horse peers through a curtain), created a sensation during its first London exhibition in 1782. There even were rumors that Fuseli dined on raw pork to induce his nightmarish inspirations.20 Art historian Dr. Noelle Paulson remarks that Fuseli’s masterwork prefigures Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theories regarding dreams and the unconscious. Allegedly, Freud kept a reproduction of the painting on the wall of his home in Vienna.21

			Mary Shelley, meanwhile, came up with the idea for Frankenstein while vacationing with a distinguished group that included Lord Byron, John Polidori, and her future husband, the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley. One weekend, they decided to write horror stories to combat the boredom from being kept inside by bad weather. But she drew a blank, and it was only after Mary had a “waking dream” akin to an SP experience, late one evening, that the idea for the horror classic came to her.22
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							Jason Jam portrays the unbridled terror of sleep paralysis in his 2016 drawing On the Ceiling.

						

					

				
			
			Not surprisingly, the master of melancholy and the macabre, Edgar Allan Poe, incorporated the SP phenomenon in his work as well. Here is an excerpt from his “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1845):

			
				Sleep came not near my couch—while the hours waned and waned away. I struggled to reason off the nervousness which had dominion over me. I endeavored to believe that much, if not all of what I felt, was due to the bewildering influence of the gloomy furniture of the room—of the dark and tattered draperies, which, tortured into motion by the breath of a rising tempest. . . . But my efforts were fruitless. An irrepressible tremor gradually pervaded my frame; and, at length, there sat upon my very heart an incubus of utterly causeless alarm. Shaking this off with a gasp and a struggle, I uplifted myself upon the pillows, and, peering earnestly within the intense darkness of the chamber, hearkened—I know not why, except that an instinctive spirit prompted me—to certain low and indefinite sounds which came, through the pauses of the storm, at long intervals, I knew not whence. Overpowered by an intense sentiment of horror, unaccountable yet unendurable, I threw on my clothes with haste (for I felt that I should sleep no more during the night).23

			

			Other authors who’ve included descriptions or allusions to SP include Herman Melville, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Ernest Hemingway. In a more commercial context, Prof. Shelley Adler writes about how in 1997, Reebok started marketing a women’s running shoe called the Incubus, perhaps an indication of how far the word’s original meaning had fallen off the radar. “More than 50,000 shoes were sold over the period of a year,” she writes, “before someone realized that a demon that attacked women in their sleep was a poor choice of namesake for women’s athletic apparel.”24

			A GLITCH IN THE SYSTEM

			In the midtwentieth century, psychologists and psychiatrists applied psychoanalytic interpretations to hallucinatory sleep paralysis episodes and considered them to be indicators of a variety of mental health and neurological issues, including psychosis, epilepsy, and that Freudian chestnut, “repressed homosexuality.” It wasn’t until 1967 that psychiatrist Sim Liddon associated modern SP accounts with the folkloric tales and declared that “the experience of sleep paralysis has no specific psychological meaning in itself and that it might be interpreted by different patients in different ways.”25

			In the 1970s, Hufford’s pioneering studies of Old Hag accounts in Newfoundland, along with the work of sociologist Robert Ness, reinforced the idea that generally healthy people were experiencing SP and that it wasn’t that uncommon. This further eroded the associations of SP with psychopathology,26 though people with narcolepsy and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) may be prone to higher occurrences of it.27 The paralysis that can be so disturbing actually stems from a natural part of the sleep cycle. During REM (the rapid eye movement phase of sleep that is associated with dreaming), the body is immobilized, aside from darting eye movements. The muscle atonia or paralysis serves the useful purpose of preventing people from moving around or acting out their dreams and is accomplished through the inhibition of motor neurons.28

			REM sleep is sometimes called “paradoxical sleep,” as the brain is highly activated in the dream state but the body is frozen. A sleeper typically goes through a set cycle, starting with three to four stages of non-REM sleep that move from lighter to deeper periods, followed by REM sleep. This cycle repeats through the night, usually four or five times. SP could be considered a kind of “out-of-sequence” REM state that occurs while the sleeper is partially conscious, either when first falling asleep or when just waking up. This glitch in the system carries paralysis into the waking state, along with a blending or superimposing of “hallucinatory” dream content into one’s actual environment. This is often interpreted as a threatening “sensed presence,” which kicks off the brain’s fight-or-flight response.

			University of Waterloo psychologist J. A. Cheyne, one of the world’s leading experts on the phenomenon, suggests that the sense of presence and its associated terror during SP “are a result of activation of the amygdala. . . . In normal emergency fear reactions, the immediate sensing of danger is quickly confirmed or disconfirmed . . . but in the absence of exogenous [external] origins, attempts to analyze the source of fear will inevitably fail to produce corroboration. Hence the state of apprehensive suspicion that normally might last only milliseconds may last many seconds or even minutes during SP.”29

			With fight-or-flight options off the table, and coupled with the sensation of weight on the chest from not being able to breathe deeply due to the paralysis, the person is driven into a deepening feedback loop of fear. Are they inadvertently feeding their own living nightmare? I’ve noticed in regular dreams, when sometimes you’re initially suspicious of a dream character, they can end up acting out your worst fears about them, so perhaps there’s an element of the self-fulfilling prophecy taking place with the SP intruder.

			FEAR AND LOATHING

			The intense fear and dread evoked by some encounters are almost without parallel. One Korean War veteran who’d been in the battlefront for thirteen straight months said all that paled to a 1964 sleep paralysis episode: “Never, before or since, have I ever experienced the fear of that night.”30 Nineteenth-century sleep researcher Dr. Robert Macnish described how “the whole mind . . . is wrought up to a pitch of unutterable despair . . . and the wretched victim feels as if pent alive in his coffin, or overpowered by resistless and unmitigable pressure.”

			“At one moment,” Dr. Macnish continued, a person may have “the consciousness of a malignant demon” at their side. “Then to shun the sight of so appalling an object, he will close his eyes, but still the fearful being makes its presence known; for its icy breath is felt diffusing itself over his visage, and he knows he is face to face with a fiend. Then, if he looks up, he beholds horrid eyes glaring upon him . . . Or he may have the idea of a monstrous hag squatted upon his breast—mute, motionless and malignant; an incarnation of the evil spirit—whose intolerable weight crushes the breath out of his body, and whose fixed, deadly, incessant stare petrifies him with horror and makes his very existence insufferable.”31

			SUNDS: SUDDEN UNEXPLAINED NOCTURNAL DEATH SYNDROME

			SP can scare the hell out of you, but can it actually kill you? In the early 1980s, young male immigrants to the United States from Southeast Asia were dying mysteriously in their sleep at a rate higher than the combined top five causes of death for other American men in their age group.32 Among the 117 or so deaths within a few years, the median age was just thirty-three, and all but one of the men were reportedly in good health. None had complained of illness before going to sleep. Relatives were sometimes awakened by the sound of gasping or moaning, but the sleeper would be dead within just a minute or two and unable to be revived.33 Reading about these cases inspired director and writer Wes Craven to conjure the horror movie icon Freddy Krueger and the premise of the Nightmare on Elm Street series.

			“I’d read an article in the L.A. Times about a family who had escaped the Killing Fields in Cambodia and managed to get to the U.S. Things were fine, and then suddenly the young son was having very disturbing nightmares,” Craven told Vulture in 2014. “He told his parents he was afraid that if he slept, the thing chasing him would get him, so he tried to stay awake for days at a time. When he finally fell asleep, his parents thought this crisis was over. Then they heard screams in the middle of the night. By the time they got to him, he was dead. He died in the middle of a nightmare.”34

			While numerous medical studies around the time led to inconclusive results, Prof. Adler revisited the incidents decades later from a medical anthropology perspective, interviewing Hmong men and women (many from Laos) about their traditional belief system and sleep paralysis experiences. Though some of the Hmong had converted to Christianity since immigrating to the United States, they retained belief in the dab tsog (pronounced “da cho”), an evil nocturnal spirit that can smother or crush men and assault women in their sleep.

			What Adler uncovered was that the Hmong believed they were more susceptible to such attacks if they didn’t honor their ancestor spirits with various rituals that typically involve animal sacrifice. In their new homes in America, conducting these rituals had become more difficult and often fell by the wayside.

			Not only were the Hmong under the stressful situation of adapting to a new country, as well as PTSD from the Vietnam War, but they were under the sway of powerful nocebo effects. Referring to nocebo as “the evil twin of placebo,” Adler explains how “the phenomenon produces an unpleasant or harmful outcome as a consequence of a person’s belief.”35 Fears of dab tsog were so great that some of the Hmong men would set their alarms to go off every twenty to thirty minutes to bring them out of sleep.36 Further, “once you are visited by one of the dab tsog evil spirits . . . often they will come back to you, until you have the worst nightmare and probably die,” one of the Laotian refugees told Adler.37

			It was eventually revealed that many of the SUNDS victims had Brugada syndrome, a hidden genetic abnormality that causes a disruption of the heart’s normal rhythm and is particularly prevalent in those of Asian descent. Adler deduced that what caused the deaths of the healthy young men was the treacherous combination of the nocebo effect from belief in the dab tsog and their cardiac vulnerability.

			AN ASTRAL HYPOTHESIS

			Consider a parallel track for understanding SP, running alongside the neurobiological explanation. Could low-level astral entities and spirits invisibly exist all around us? These astral spirits might nourish themselves on human energy, the way dust mites in our beds happily dine on our sloughed-off skin and hair. “The evidence seems to suggest,” writes Louis Proud, “that all imperfect spirits are energy vampires to some extent,”38 and human fear, in particular, is a prime source for their replenishment.

			Further, Proud continues, many SP attacks take place either when a victim is staying in a haunted house, just after a “curse” has been placed on them, or after engaging in spirit communications such as the Ouija board. Such patterns suggest that at least some SP incidents are “directly related to the influence of spirits,” he writes. We will discuss this further in Chapter 7.

			If SP is a kind of trance state that may last for some duration, it could well be a direct portal into the spirit realm, as well as “the main means by which spirits, alien beings, and maybe even UFOs are able to enter and leave our dimension,” Proud proposes, adding that the impinging spirit realm and its inhabitants may have a profound influence on our lives, one much greater than we can imagine or comprehend.39

			INCUBUS AND INCUBATION

			An incubus, derived from the Latin word incubare, refers to a demon that visits a person in their sleep, often sitting or exerting a heavy pressure on the sleeper. It’s interesting that incubus and incubate share the same root meaning: to lie or sit on. While incubation is something creatures do to keep their developing eggs warm, in the dream context, we think of it as a technique wherein one “plants a seed” in their mind before going to sleep in order to get solutions to a question or problem. But in the ancient era, this was not an at-home practice but rather an elaborate ritual. People traveled great distances to Greek and Egyptian temples and elsewhere to receive divine dreams and healing from gods like Asclepius and Imhotep.

			Descending to a “pit” or “earth-womb” of the temple for their incubatory sleep,40 the dreamer sometimes slept on the skin or hide of a freshly sacrificed animal. The healing sanctuaries, British writer Sarah Janes notes, were a kind of “hospital for the spirit body” and “filled with living snakes” moving freely throughout the subterranean chambers. The slithering creatures served as sacred symbols of medicine and regeneration.41 Inscriptions at places like the Temple of Asclepius at Epidaurus suggest that the “incubant” received a visitation while either dreaming or “in a strange state between sleep and waking.”42

			Many came to the “sleep temples” for sterility cures. Andromache of Epirus was said to visit Epidaurus and dreamed that the god raised her dress and touched her abdomen, and this led to the birth of a son. Another incubant, Andromeda of Chios, was visited by a god who appeared in the form of a snake that lay on her. She hit the fertility jackpot and bore five sons!43

			As the ancient pagan traditions fell away, notions of the incubus and succubus became diabolized in the Christian faith, and around the year 1400, it was declared that sexual relations with incubi (formerly thought to occur only against a person’s will) could be entered into voluntarily by witches who sought out this kind of infernal congress,44 paving the way for the three hundred-year-long tragedy of the witch hunts.

			While initially there was some disagreement in Catholic doctrine as to whether an incubus could actually father a child, the esteemed theologian Thomas Aquinas worked out the mechanics of “demon lovers,” and his reasoning was widely adopted by the Church. Prof. Walter Stephens outlines the Aquinas explanation: “To sire human children, a demon first becomes a succubus by constructing the body of a woman from air and vapors. The demon assumes or inhabits this body, using it to steal semen from a man by having sex with him. Then the demon transgenders itself, giving its virtual body male form and becoming an incubus. Having sex with a woman, the incubus injects the stolen semen into her.”45 Strange and sometimes powerful offspring were said to be the result of these “unholy” unions, including the legendary wizard Merlin (son of an incubus and a nun), Caesar, Alexander the Great, Plato, and even the entire population of the island of Cyprus.46

			Perhaps the first woman burned to death for having sexual relations with the Devil was Angéle de la Barthe, a prosperous resident of Toulouse, France, whose worldly goods were confiscated in 1275 (even before there were laws on the books against congress with demons). She confessed under torture to having sex with an incubus every night for years. Their spawn was a “monster” with a wolf’s head and a snakelike tail that she said lived off the flesh of dead babies. Her confession detailed how she murdered children and then dug up their bodies at remote church graveyards to feed to her child before it eventually ran away.47 Some have called into question the story, as there are no records in Toulouse of her trial in that time period.48 Still, it speaks to the gruesome climate that was to overtake Europe, and America to some degree, as demons became a legal “reality” and thousands of people were executed under the belief that they’d used powers of the Devil to bring misfortune and ill will to others.

			To what extent is this related to SP? I would argue there’s a connection. For the belief in demonic entities to become so widespread and intractable, it’s possible such creatures were witnessed not only by the “witches” but by the Church canonists themselves, seeing with eyes wide open supernatural beings with evil intent while straitjacketed with sleep paralysis.

			WITCHES, VAMPIRES, AND LORE

			Many cultures around the world have blamed the occurrence of SP on demonic or witchlike entities. So it’s not a surprise that “nocturnal oppression” occasionally came up as an accusation during the witch trials. In England’s prosecution of Olive Barthram in 1599, one of her alleged victims testified that a shape-changing spirit sent by Barthram tormented her at night after entering via the chimney. It appeared as a “thick dark substance about a foot high,” though on one late evening it solidified as a cat, first scraping on the walls, before “slavering” her with kisses and lying on her breast. Then “he pressed her so sore that she could not speak, at other times he held her hands that she could not stir, and restrained her voice that she could not answer.”49

			“An animal the length of a man had come into their bed and lain on him, being so heavy that he was unable to make the sign of the cross with his hand, but had to do it with his tongue,” reported Mongin André during a witch trial in Lorraine, France. The “animal,” André said, was none other than a neighbor named Jacquot Petit Jacquot, whom he’d seen enter through the keyhole of the door.50 Heaviness on the chest also figured in a 1747 Hungarian trial, in which a wife found her husband frozen stiff, barely breathing. When he came out of it, he uttered “My Lord Jesus, help me! Oh! Fiery witches took me to Máramaros and they put six hundredweight of salt on me.”51

			Such examples indicate that the accusers’ nightmare attacks were not only “powerful confirmation of their bewitchment, but also, through their hallucinatory experiences . . . conclusive proof of the identity of the witch,” writes Owen Davies.52

			According to the Malleus Maleficarum (The Witches’ Hammer), the odious medieval treatise by Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger that became the handbook for witch persecutors, impotence and infertility were a frequent torment that witches placed upon couples, even causing a man’s penis to be “bewitched away.” Fornication between witches and the Devil or demons (the subject of frequent court testimony) seems to be clearly drawn from the SP/incubus experience, “and the prevailing theological views of the time lent them the appearance of reality,” psychoanalyst Ernest Jones suggests.53 Of course, since many confessions were obtained under torture, a considerable number of these sexual encounters were likely fabricated.

			Folkloric tales of such nocturnal creatures as the vampire and werewolf are steeped in the legacy of the incubus/succubus from ancient times to the present. In his research into Romanian superstitions, Heinrich von Wlislocki details how the “Nosferat” not only sucks the blood of slumbering victims but also “does mischief as an Incubus or Succubus.” The undead being, he notes, has hardly been put under the earth “before it awakes to life and leaves its grave never to return. It visits people by night in the form of a black cat, a black dog, a beetle, a butterfly or even a simple straw. . . . It also appears in the form of a handsome youth or pretty girl while the victim lies half awake and submits unresistingly. It often happens that women are impregnated by the creature and bear children who can be recognized by their ugliness and by their having hair over the whole body. . . . The Nosferat appears to bridegrooms and brides and makes them impotent and sterile.”54

			One of the most ancient accounts of a vampire is that of Lilith, described in some texts as Adam’s first wife. Called the “princess who presided over the Succubi” by the Dutch occultist Johann Weyer, she drifted from Babylonian and Hebrew lore into medieval demonology.55 Also called the Winged One and the Strangleress, Lilith is a night demon who erotically entangles men and women who sleep alone. “Attempts to suppress or deny her date from the sixth century BC,”56 writes psychologist Barbara Black Koltuv, but like the raven, she returns evermore.

			The ancient Greeks associated their horned god Pan with ephialtes (their name for sleep paralysis), and indeed many have encountered human/animal mixes in this state, as in this case reported by nineteenth-century German psychologist Paul Radestock: “Once in the early hours of the morning I saw appear before me at the foot of my bed a hideous small brute of barely human form. It seemed to be of medium height and to have a thin neck, spare figure, very dark eyes, and a narrow, wrinkled brow. . . . Furthermore, it had a goatsbeard, upright pointed ears—like Pan—dirty dry hair, dog’s teeth, a pointed occiput, a projected chest, a humped back, withered hips, and wore dirty clothing. The phantom took hold of the edge of my bed, shook the bed with tremendous force, and said: ‘You will not remain here much longer!’ . . . I sprang out of bed, hurried to the cloister and threw myself down before the altar and remained there a long time, numbed by fear.”57

			DOORWAY TO THE BEYOND

			For those who experience SP a few times in their lives, it’s probably chalked up to peculiar happenstance. But to a small group of people, such as Proud, SP occurrences are far more frequent. An intriguing paper by J.-C. Terrillon & S. Marques Bonham profiles the experiences of those with recurrent SP, and many of these cases lead into even further-out-of-bounds territory, suggesting out-of-body experiences (OBEs), near-death experiences, and lucid dreaming:

			
				If no attempt is made to move, that is, if the fear is overcome or if it is mild, another complex of phenomena sets in: what seems to be a ‘phantom body’ slowly slips away from the physical body. There seems to be dissociation from the immobile physical body, and consciousness is perceived to reside within the phantom body. At that point, the immediate surroundings of the room may be ‘seen,’ sometimes vividly, by the phantom body, and a sensation of rising and/or floating, sometimes rolling is experienced. . . . The surroundings appear to the consciousness as they would while in the wake state, eventually with some odd modifications . . . or in another possible scenario, the phantom body may feel accelerated inside a ‘tunnel’ that seems to appear out of nowhere. . . . The whole process may be repeated several times in the course of one night, in what may be described as a complex of sequential or ‘back to back’ episodes.58

			

			Comparing SP states to the kinds of OBEs that Robert Monroe has documented, Proud writes about how in some cases of SP, there is a kind of partial dislocation of the astral body from the physical body, and a dual awareness that can take place. “Assuming that the astral body leaves the physical body every time we fall asleep,” he notes, “it would not be unreasonable to state that the only difference between an SP sufferer and a non-SP sufferer is that the former has some awareness of these astral experiences, these interactions with non-physical beings, and is able to remember them in the morning, while the latter has none.”59

			Intrepidly pondering this hall of mirrors, writer and lucid dreamer Lucy Gillis poses an interesting question from the perspective of an astral body traveler: what if the frightening sensations of SP are the “result of the sleeper himself experiencing difficulty in trying to get back into his body? For example, if the sleeper is jumping on his own chest in an attempt to wake, or get back into, his body, could it translate to the dreaming mind as something terrifying pressing on his chest?”60

			Stephen LaBerge, a psychophysiologist who was one of the first to scientifically study lucid dreaming, believes SP can be used as a tool to enter into lucidity (becoming aware that you’re dreaming while in the midst of a dream). “The next time you experience sleep paralysis simply remember to relax . . . you are on the threshold of REM sleep. You have, as it were, one foot in the dream state and one in the waking state. Just step over and you’re in the world of lucid dreams,” he writes.61

			Psychologist Jorge Conesa-Sevilla, the author of Wrestling with Ghosts, has also talked about converting SP into a more positive state. “I have wrestled with several hairy beings in my own bedroom for nights at a time; been visited by many hags and beauties, been whispered to, shouted at, buzzed, electrified, boomed, and hurt; been touched, pinched, and caressed by phantoms unseen; cried empty screams without anyone hearing them; been assisted by friendly entities who taught me how to move from the paralysis into lucid dreams; meditated in lucid dreams, attaining sublime bliss; and ‘flown’ to places indescribable until flight itself is assumed to be an intrinsic right and property of the body-mind.”62

			BREAKING OUT OF PARALYSIS

			“When someone is plagued by the incubus,” wrote Rufus of Ephesus, “prescribe emetics and laxatives, put the patient on a light diet, purge the head by sneezing and gargling, and later rub in beaver oil and the like to prevent epilepsy.”63

			Even if you’re running low on beaver oil in the medicine cabinet, you can take a number of actions to reduce the likelihood of sleep paralysis. One of them is simply to get more sleep, as there is evidence linking insomnia and erratic sleep schedules to SP. When the body is deprived of REM sleep, it can go into rebound mode, compensating with REM that might occur out of the normal cycle.64

			Aside from the standard “live healthy” adages of the type your mother might espouse—get some exercise, eat a balanced diet, and don’t drink alcohol or caffeine before bedtime—one of the leading bits of advice to repel SP is to not sleep on your back, as most SP reports come from people immobilized in this position. However, most sleepers don’t start out on their back and may turn to a supine position during sleep, especially when they
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