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    To my beloved friends and family who were there after...
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This  reflection is based on recounting personal times I almost died. They are when one brushes with death, when we sense a “close call.” Those times tend to stand out in one’s mind and might flash into your consciousness unbidden, for they have a unique effect of standing on the edge between this world and whatever is on the other side. A philosopher is said to meditate on death and dying. We know as well that many religious and spiritual traditions engage this subject, often in an attempt to offer rebirth. There is a hope that focusing on this type of experience, we may gain unexpected insight. Here we will see what such “near misses” summon within me as reflections. 

You may have noted that this work uses the phrase “We almost died.” I propose that one’s times of near death have been experienced by others in various ways, and that there is a we quality to this experience. Thus, this work is an invitation for the reader to  pause to consider  his or her own near-death experiences and see what they might mean. I start this work not knowing what reflections and meaning I will come upon. But something is drawing me to look for them. It’s a suspicion that when we are on the razor’s edge between life and death, a door concealing mystery may open. 

When I mentioned the title of this book to a family member during this Easter’s gathering, she asked, “Really... ten times, was it that many?” I said “Yes”, and reflect now that it will likely happen if you live long enough. After all, there is a reason for the cliché, “A cat has nine lives.” The cat needed them...

When I was Born






My mother once told me something unexpected when I was a youth. “You almost died at birth. The umbilical cord had wrapped around your neck. The doctor said he had lost a baby earlier in the same way.” I have a memory of something about being a “blue baby.” So, at the moment of coming into this world, of emerging from my mother, I almost died.

I can’t say that I know with  certitude the immediate significance of this. It’s something which has come to my mind from time to time during my life, and I have wrestled with it. On one hand, it causes me to think of the fragility of my life, that it almost ended as it began. On the other hand, survival in a dramatic way could be seen as a portent, that something more would be required of me. If the Angel of Death had held its hand at bay, why was that? Things in the universe, when they have to do with life and death, do not just happen by chance—-or so one can say. So, why was I granted life (again) at the moment of birth? 

I have wondered if I have some deep memory of this trauma and childhood illness embedded in me and what its impact might be. It could be that in any near brush with death which happened later in my life, that this experience would surface from the deepest portion of my being. 

If I could say any one new insight or wording to an insight now, it is that our life is twinned with death. We have a companion which we experience as an enemy. We go through our life and meet this companion at various times. Then it appears at the end that the companion wins. I said “it appears” for we cannot say with absolute certitude what lies on the other side of the razor’s edge. Oh yes, and the place where I was born had been a viceroyalty of New Spain, whose name means Land of the Flowers or Florida, in a town called Valparaiso, which means “he who goes to Paradise.”

When I Was Sick, as a Child






When I was a young child, about six or seven, my family moved to a house right on the bay, named Choctawhatchee, a Creek Indian word. Being right on the bay meant that the fascinating world of water, with all sorts of creatures, was in view by just stepping out onto our dock. 

My first encounter with dying, however, was not the water but one of the classic childhood illnesses. I believe it was either chickenpox or measles. This was just before the measles vaccine came out and several years before the chickenpox vaccine. Measles presents a definite risk of mortality, while chickenpox does not. I know that I had chickenpox, for I still bear a scar about the shape and size of a dime, whose outlines are still visible in the middle of my forehead. Whatever illness I had or both, I have a memory of being sick for days. One night in particular was worse: it felt like  waves and waves, like successive hills of sand toppling over me. It was felt most acutely in my head, and that it was like something impossible I was facing. I don’t know if this actually presented a real risk of death, but it felt like dying, like something I might not pass through. Yet I did...

When I was a little older, I had another experience in the house on the bay. I was sitting in the sunroom, an outer stucco addition that was heavily glassed and viewed the bay. One morning, I remember seeing the sky and bay, the colors so blue and green, and the light so intense. Then the strong question came to me: What if I die tomorrow? It was an acute perception or consciousness of death occurring at a young age. This consciousness came during the bright light of day, the opposite of the previous experience of laying in the dark and experiencing waves of gray sickness. Yet the two are related, for they are both about death. It causes me to wonder now whether beauty and feeling alive are related to the consciousness of death. Were the two contrasts in my mind helping to cause the sensation to be so strong, creating a memory to resurface at times during my life?

Thus far, this chapter presents the feeling of dying and a consciousness of dying, but it may not be, strictly speaking, a time I almost died. So, to this I add a third memory, which is not about me almost dying but my brother. It was something that happened, which I had forgotten about. When my brother recalled the incident decades later, I gained a vague recollection.

My brother had jumped off the end of the dock. Normally the water was lower, but at high tide, the water was over his head, and he needed help, for he could not swim. Our father was in a lawn chair some distance and didn’t hear or see him. I jumped into the water, my brother tells me and saved his life. So, it was my brother in this case that almost died. Here, I have allowed a substitute for myself, adding to the discussion when others, who are close to us, almost die. After all, I titled the work, Ten Times We Almost Died.

These experiences have surfaced one other memory that comes from this general time. It was a TV show during its black and white days. The setting was heaven in the clouds and featured a judgement of the world. The first angel showed examples of people doing bad things, such as slaughtering innocents during wars. The second angel presented the case that humans were good and showed good deeds that they should be allowed to continue. Here, the whole world was at stake, whether the human race would be allowed to continue or not. I don’t really remember how it specifically ended, but as I try to recall now, it seems we almost failed as race, or should have failed, but we were granted a reprieve....

When I Wandered






There are times when I wandered off for a long walk and encountered dangers. The habit of wandering may have developed in Alabama as a child, for from my backyard I could hike into the extended woods, which had rock formations. That was back in the days when, as a child, you safely head out and come back some unknown time later in the day. Who knows how many rattlesnake nests I passed, a danger that I didn’t realize until one was discovered on the property of the house next door years later?

There was main major wander that changed my life, when I headed out one night in the winter rain, leaving the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa, another town named for the Indigenous. It was a dissatisfaction and restlessness, a lack of meaning in the Hippie, marijuana-imbibing lifestyle I had adopted, or maybe it was the culmination of a search that began
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