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The best-selling author of Stiff and Bonk trains her considerable wit and curiosity on the human
soul."What happens when we die? Does the light just go out and that's that—the million-year
nap? Or will some part of my personality, my me-ness persist? What will that feel like? What will I
do all day? Is there a place to plug in my lap-top?" In an attempt to find out, Mary Roach brings
her tireless curiosity to bear on an array of contemporary and historical soul-searchers:
scientists, schemers, engineers, mediums, all trying to prove (or disprove) that life goes on after
we die.

Investigative reporting has no lighter, more irreverent spirit than Mary Roach. . . . Spook is
enormous fun.From AudioFileMary Roach looks into death's mysteries but doesn't solve any of
them. However, this hilarious account of her research into reincarnation, the soul, mediums,
telepathy, and near-death experiences creates pleasant entertainment. Reader Bernadette
Quigley captures the fun of the multicultural characters interviewed for the book, using spoof
accents of Indian, Yiddish, French, and British interviewees. When asked what kind of cheese is
in the soufflé, the snobby English waiter, as portrayed by Quigley, answers, "Sliced." Quigley
varies the pitch, volume, and speed of her voice, sometimes even dropping to a whisper. Such
clever inflections confirm Quigley's involvement in a dark expedition that seems to go nowhere,
but which keeps itself interesting with its side trips. J.A.H. © AudioFile 2006, Portland, Maine--
Copyright © AudioFile, Portland, Maine --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition
of this title.About the AuthorMary Roach is the author of Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human
Cadavers, Spook: Science Tackles the Afterlife, Bonk: The Curious Coupling of Science and
Sex, and Packing for Mars: The Curious Science of Life in the Void. She lives in Oakland,
California. --This text refers to the audioCD edition.If author Mary Roach was a college
professor, she'd have a zero drop-out rate. That's because when Roach tackles a subject--like
the posthumous human body in her previous bestseller, Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human
Cadavers, or the soul in the winning Spook: Science Tackles the Afterlife--she charges forth with
such zeal, humor, and ingenuity that her students (er, readers) feel like they're witnessing the
most interesting thing on Earth. Who the heck would skip that? As Roach informs us in her
introduction, "This is a book for people who would like very much to believe in a soul and in an
afterlife for it to hang around in, but who have trouble accepting these things on faith. It's a giggly,
random, utterly earthbound assault on our most ponderous unanswered question." Talk about
truth in advertising. With that, Roach grabs us by the wrist and hauls butt to India, England, and
various points in between in search of human spiritual ephemera, consulting an earnest bunch
of scientists, mystics, psychics, and kooks along the way. It's a heck of a journey and Roach,
with one eyebrow mischievously cocked, is a fantastically entertaining tour guide, at once



respectful and hilarious, dubious yet probing. And brother, does she bring the facts. Indeed,
Spook's myriad footnotes are nearly as riveting as the principal text. To wit: "In reality, an X-ray of
the head could not show the brain, because the skull blocks the rays. What appeared to be an X-
ray of the folds and convolutions of a human brain inside a skull--an image circulated widely in
1896--was in fact an X-ray of artfully arranged cat intestines." Or this: "Medical treatises were
eminently more readable in Sanctorius's day. Medicina statica delved fearlessly into subjects of
unprecedented medical eccentricity: 'Cucumbers, how prejudicial,' and the tantalizing 'Leaping,
its consequences.' There's even a full-page, near-infomercial-quality plug for something called
the Flesh-Brush." While rigid students of theology might take exception to Roach's conclusions
(namely, we're just a bag of bones killing time before donning a soil blanket) it's hard to imagine
anyone not enjoying this impressively researched and immensely readable book. And since, as
Roach suggests, each of us has only one go-round, we might as well waste downtime with
something thoroughly fun. --Kim Hughes --This text refers to the hardcover edition.From
Publishers WeeklyStarred Review. Roach made an exceptional debut two years ago with Stiff—it
might seem a hard act to follow. Yet she has done it again: after her study of what becomes of
our mortal coil after death, she now presents an equally smart, quirky, hilarious look at whether
there is a soul that survives our physical demise. Roach perfectly balances her skepticism and
her boundless curiosity with a sincere desire to know. She ranges into the oddest nooks and
crannies of both science and belief (and scientists who believe), regaling the reader with tales of
Duncan Macdougall, a respected surgeon who weighed consumptives at their moment of death
to see if the escaping soul could be measured in ounces, and of female mediums who, during
séances, extruded a substance called ectoplasm from their private parts (she even examines a
piece of alleged ectoplasm archived at Cambridge University). She goes to school to learn to be
a medium, subjects her brain to electromagnetic waves to see if they induce the experience of
seeing ghosts and joins a group trying to record sounds made by the spirits of the Donner party.
The text is littered with footnotes: tangential but delicious tidbits that Roach clearly couldn't bear
to leave out. She is an original who can enliven any subject with wit, keen reporting and a sly
intelligence.Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights
reserved. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.From BooklistRoach, who explored the fate
of cadavers donated to science in Stiffed (2003), now turns her sharp eye and droll observations
to what happens to a person's essence after death. Roach travels the world in search of
answers: she heads to India to conduct research with a doctor who investigates cases of
children whose families claim they are reincarnations of people from nearby villages and have
the memories to prove it; she goes to the University of Arizona and meets with mediums
currently working today; she tries her hand at telecommunication with the dead in the forests of
California; and she even tries her hand at getting in touch with her own inner medium at a school
in England. Roach is dogged in her approach as she examines each phenomenon through the
lens of scientific fact. In the end, she usually walks away skeptical. The journey itself, however, is
gripping, and Roach's witty asides liven up an already interesting and unusual read. Kristine



HuntleyCopyright © American Library Association. All rights reserved --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.From Bookmarks MagazineIf you want firm answers about the particulars of
the afterlife, you’d better wait until that coronary. Look no further if an entertaining survey of
investigations into the afterlife will do. Roach, more concerned with people’s bizarre behavior
than the actual existence of an afterlife, writes with wit, humor, and irreverence without
patronizing her gullible subjects. In 12 chapters that span everything from psychics to
psychoacoustics, she searches the world for evidence of the afterlife. In her bestselling Stiff, she
conclusively examined death, but in Spook, she finds nothing that can prove or disprove the
existence of the afterlife. Still, Spook will appeal to all audiences, and not just because we all die.
For Roach "may have a skeptic’s mind, but she writes with a believer’s heart" (New York
Times).Copyright © 2004 Phillips & Nelson Media, Inc.--This text refers to the hardcover
edition.Read more
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More Praise for Mary Roach and Spook“Science writing doesn’t get funnier or more human than
this.”—Marta Salij, Detroit Free Press“Ms. Roach’s gift for facetiousness serves her well here.
Spook is dependably witty, especially when it ventures far into the ether…. And it is populated by
vividly evoked oddballs…. Ms. Roach makes herself a wry, enjoyable character throughout the
book’s escapades…a clever investigator and a thoroughly entertaining, if skeptical, tour guide.”—
Janet Maslin, New York Times“Funny and smart…since she’s a scientist at heart, she also
lasers through the smoke and mirrors.”—People“First, there’s her wit and stylistic brio. From the
clever dedication…to her gift for terse summation…to her genuine humility…Roach is a clear
and versatile writer. She has a sharp eye for detail that demonstrates her traditional journalistic
skills…but she delivers her findings in ultracontemporary tones…. She has a huge heart, a
strong sense of empathy for the oddball, and she’s willing to go to great lengths to find and
report stories from the hinterlands of understanding.”—Floyd Skloot, Chicago Tribune“Roach is a
wonderfully vivid writer…[with] a keen eye for the perfect detail, an ear for the zinging quotation
and a finely tuned sense of the preposterous…. A celebration of the wide, occasionally crazy
spectrum of human pursuit.”—Kate Zernike, New York Times Book Review“Sly…irreverent…and
downright witty…. Roach wields the scientific method and her skeptical mind like surgical tools,
cutting away at myth, pseudo-theory and madness until all that remains is fact. In the end,
believers and non-believers will be satisfied by Roach’s conclusions…. Reading Spook is like
attending a lecture by a professor who is equal parts Groucho Marx and Stephen Jay Gould,
both enlightening and entertaining. Roach makes learning about anything, be it decomposing
bodies or the possibility of a verifiable afterlife, pleasurable.”—Dorman T. Schindler, Sunday
Denver Post & Rocky Mountain News“This is Roach at her best.”—San Francisco Magazine“A
sharp-eyed supernatural history.”—Cathleen Medwick, O Magazine“Funny, inquisitive and
uncowed by experts, she’s the general reader’s ideal emissary to the arcana of serious
science…. Roach’s writing has what science has so far failed to find: a divine spark.”—Malcom
Jones, Newsweek“Investigative reporting has no lighter, more irreverent spirit than Mary
Roach…. What lets Spook rise above the dry survey of (mostly inconclusive) scientific
investigations it could have been is Mary Roach—her lively and distinctive style, or perhaps
more accurately put, her attitude…. Roach is funny, fair-minded, impartial and endlessly
curious…. Spook is enormous fun.”—David A. Walton, Pittsburgh Union-Tribune“Spook is
nothing if not amusing. Roach heads into a mire of ghostly and laboratory episodes with robust
humor.”—Nora Seton, Houston Chronicle“Oh, had Roach only been my high school science
teacher. Spook is filled with fascinating characters, wacky experiments, and Roach’s accessible
scientific reporting paired with comic relief and gentle insight.”—Brooke Gilbert, Ebook
Library.com“Roach is a self-described skeptic, but one with an open mind, a sense of adventure
and a ready quip. All of this makes her an amiable and entertaining guide as she traverses
several continents to look for scientific proof for the great beyond.”—Megan Harlan, San



Francisco Chronicle“Alas, she doesn’t find the answers. But Roach is such a smart and breezy
companion that it’s enough to watch her realize that in the end she might not need them.”—
Karen Valby, Entertainment Weekly“As fascinating and thorough as her research may be, the
greater tale lies in the people: The mediums, the mystics, the I-want-to-believers, the scientists,
pseudo and for-real. Roach has a genius for portraiture, and she can bring the oddest people to
hilarious life without a hint of condescension…her oddball, incandescent personality radiates
from her prose.”—Arthur Salm, San Diego Union Tribune“Spook is filled with some mind-blowing
ideas that will make you glad you’ve got an open mind.”—Chris Watson, Santa Cruz
Sentinel“Roach brings to Spook a lightness and a sense of humor that, happily, smooth the
morbid edges of the proceedings she describes…. The most refreshing thing about Spook is
that Roach herself is a skeptic, guiding a skeptic’s tour…. What evidence she does come
across, therefore, becomes all the more compelling.”—Priya Jain, Salon“Short of the Ultimate
Trip (the one with the light and the pearly gates), it’s about as entertaining a journey out of the
realm of the living as anybody could want.”—Donna Bowman, The Onion“Her biting wit is
omnipresent from the start…. This is one fantastically enjoyable book.”—curledup.com“For all
Roach’s skeptical and often hilarious accounts, she is an eager volunteer and ready to accept
evidence if evidence there be…. Throughout, she is critical and witty [and] truly deft handling of
the (mostly) daft.”—Kirkus Reviews“She has done it again…. [Roach] now presents an equally
smart, quirky, hilarious look at whether there is a soul that survives our physical demise. Roach
perfectly balances her skepticism and her boundless curiosity with a sincere desire to know….
An original who can enliven any subject with wit, keen reporting and a sly intelligence.”—
Publishers Weekly“Roach is dogged in her approach…. Gripping…Roach’s witty asides liven up
an already interesting and unusual read.”—Booklist“Science writer Mary Roach’s wit and flair for
vivid storytelling…have earned her a loyal readership, and her new book will only cement it.”—
Ruminator Review“It’s a fabulous read, both a comic and a serious investigation of the history of
séances, mediums, spirits and discarnate voices…. All of a sudden, with Spook, the field of the
paranormal is bust-a-gut funny…. Spook is a comic romp through a mix of history and the
current practices of a particular culture.”—Monica Drake, Sunday Oregonian“Roach’s humorous
scoffings will make even the most adamantly-believing readers chuckle…. No matter what you
believe, pick up a copy of Spook.”—Vail Trail“Spook is a hilarious look at misadventures in
paranormal research…. In the sharp-witted world of Mary Roach, the answer is inconsequential.
The interesting part is the question itself—and the eccentric characters doing the asking….
Surreal, fascinating, at times absurd and always hilarious, Mary Roach may not reveal the street
address of our final destination, but in Spook she makes it sound less like a morgue and more
like a comedy club.”—Vince Darcangelo, Boulder WeeklySPOOKALSO BY MARY
ROACHGrunt: The Curious Science of Humans at WarGulp! Adventures on the Alimentary
CanalPacking for Mars: The Curious Science of Life in the VoidBonk: The Curious Coupling of
Science and SexStiff: The Curious Lives of Human CadaversSPOOKScience Tackles the
AfterlifeImages in this book are not displayed owing to permissive issues.Mary RoachW. W.
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House, 75/76 Wells Street, London W1T 3QTFOR MY PARENTS,WHEREVER THEY ARE OR
AREN’TContentsIntroduction1. You AgainA visit to the reincarnation nation2. The Little Man
Inside the Sperm, or Possibly the Big ToeHunting the soul with microscopes and scalpels3. How
to Weigh a SoulWhat happens when a man (or a mouse, or a leech) dies on a scale4. The
Vienna Sausage AffairAnd other dubious highlights of the ongoing effort to see the soul5. Hard
to SwallowThe giddy, revolting heyday of ectoplasm6. The Large Claims of the MediumReaching
out to the dead in a University of Arizona lab7. Soul in a Dunce CapThe author enrolls in medium
school8. Can You Hear Me Now?Telecommunicating with the dead9. Inside the Haunt BoxCan
electromagnetic fields make you hallucinate?10. Listening to CasperA psychoacoustics expert
sets up camp in England’s haunted spots11. Chaffin v. the Dead Guy in the OvercoatIn which
the law finds for a ghost, and the author calls in an expert witness12. Six Feet OverA computer
stands by on an operating room ceiling, awaiting near-death experiencersLast
WordsAcknowledgmentsBibliographyIntroductionMY MOTHER worked hard to instill faith in me.
She sent me to catechism classes. She bought me nun paper dolls, as though the meager fun of
swapping a Carmelite wimple for a Benedictine chest bib might inspire a taste for devotion. Most
memorably, she read me the Bible. Every night at bedtime, she’d plow through a chapter or two,
handing over the book at appropriate moments to show me the color reproductions of parables
and miracles. The crumbling walls of Jericho. Jesus walking atop stormy seas with palms
upturned. The raising of Lazarus—depicted in my mother’s Bible as a sort of Boris Karloff
knockoff, wrapped in mummy’s rags and rising stiffly from the waist. I could not believe these
things had happened, because another god, the god who wore lab glasses and knew how to
use a slide rule, wanted to know how, scientifically speaking, these things could be possible.
Faith did not take, because science kept putting it on the spot. Did the horns make the walls fall,
or did there happen to be an earthquake while the priests were trumpeting? Was it possible
Jesus was making use of an offshore atoll, the tops of which sometimes lie just inches below the
water’s surface? Was Lazarus a simple case of premature entombment? I wasn’t saying these
things didn’t happen. I was just saying I’d feel better with some proof.Of course, science doesn’t
dependably deliver truths. It is as fallible as the men and women who undertake it. Science has
the answer to every question that can be asked. However, science reserves the right to change
that answer should additional data become available. Science first betrayed me in the early



eighties, when I learned that brontosaurus had lived in a sere, rocky desert setting. The junior
science books of my childhood had shown brontosaurs hip-deep in brackish waters, swamp
greens dangling from the sides of their mouths. They’d shown tyrannosaurs standing erect as
socialites and lumbering Godzilla-slow, when in reality, we were later told, they had sprinted like
roadrunners, back flat and tail aloft. Science has had us buying into the therapeutic benefits of
bloodletting, of treating melancholy with arsenic and epilepsy with goose droppings. It’s not all
that much different today: Hormone replacement therapy went from miracle to scourge literally
overnight. Fats wore the Demon Nutrient mantle for fifteen years, then without warning passed it
to carbohydrates. I used to write a short column called “Second Opinion,” for which I scanned the
medical literature, looking for studies that documented, say, the health benefits of charred meat
or the deleterious effects of aloe on wound-healing. It was never hard to fill it.Flawed as it is,
science remains the most solid god I’ve got. And so I decided to turn to it, to see what it had to
say on the topic of life after death. Because I know what religion says, and it perplexes me. It
doesn’t deliver a single, coherent, scientifically sensible or provable scenario. Religion says that
your soul goes to heaven or possibly to a seven-tiered garden, or that your soul is reincarnated
into a new body, or that you lie around in your coffin clothes until the Second Coming. And, of
course, only one of these can be true. Which means that for millions of people, religion will turn
out to have been a bum steer as regards the hereafter. Science seemed the better bet.For the
most part, science has this to say: Yeah, right. If there were a soul, an etheric disembodied you
that can live on, independent of your brain, we scientists would know about it. In the words of the
late Francis Crick, codiscoverer of the structure of DNA and author of The Astonishing
Hypothesis: The Scientific Search for the Soul, “You, your joys and your sorrows, your memories
and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the
behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules.”But can you prove
that, Dr. Crick? If not, then it’s no more good to me than the proclamations of God in the Old
Testament. It’s just the opinion, however learned, of one more white-haired, all-knowing geezer.
What I’m after is proof. Or evidence, anyway—evidence that some form of disembodied
consciousness persists when the body closes up shop. Or doesn’t persist.Proof is a
tremendously comforting thing. When I was little, I used to worry that one day, without warning,
the invisible forces that held me to the earth were going to conk out, and that I would drift up into
space like a party balloon, rising and rising until I froze or exploded or suffocated or all three at
once. Then I learned about gravity, the dependable pull of the very large upon the very small. I
learned that it had been scientifically proven to exist, and I no longer worried about floating away.
I worried instead about blackheads and whether Pat Stone dreamed of me and other dilemmas
for which science could provide no succor.It would be especially comforting to believe that I
have the answer to the question, What happens when we die? Does the light just go out and
that’s that—the million-year nap? Or will some part of my personality, my me-ness, persist?
What will that feel like? What will I do all day? Is there a place to plug in my laptop?Most of the
projects that I will be covering have been—or are being—undertaken by science. By that I mean



people doing research using scientific methods, preferably at respected universities or
institutions. Technology gets a shot, as does the law. I’m not interested in philosophical debates
on the soul (probably because I can’t understand them). Nor am I going to be relating anecdotal
accounts of personal spiritual experiences. Anecdotes are interesting, occasionally riveting, but
never are they proof. On the other hand, this is not a debunking book. Skeptics and debunkers
provide a needed service in this area, but their work more or less assumes an outcome. I’m
trying hard not to make assumptions, not to have an agenda.Simply put, this is a book for people
who would like very much to believe in a soul and in an afterlife for it to hang around in, but who
have trouble accepting these things on faith. It’s a giggly, random, utterly earthbound assault on
our most ponderous unanswered question. It’s spirituality treated like crop science. If you found
this book in the New Age section of your local bookstore, it was grossly misshelved, and you
should put it down at once. If you found it while browsing Gardening, or Boats & Ships, it was
also misshelved, but you might enjoy it anyway.AUGUST 6, 1978, was a Sunday, the Feast of the
Transfiguration. It was evening, and Pope Paul VI lay dying in his bedroom. With him was his
doctor and two of his secretaries, Monsignor Pasquale Macchi and Father John Magee. At 9:40
p.m., following a massive heart attack, His Holiness expired. At that very moment, the alarm
clock on his bedside table rang out. Accounts of this episode refer to the timepiece as the
Pope’s “beloved Polish alarm clock.” He bought it in Warsaw in 1924 and carried it with him in his
travels from then on. He seemed to be fond of it in the way that farmers are fond of old, slow-
moving dogs, or children of their blankets. Every day, including the day he died, the alarm was
set for 6:30 a.m.I first came upon this story in a gullible and breathless compilation of supposed
evidence for the afterlife. I don’t recall the book’s title (though the title of the chapter about spirit
communication—“Intercourse with the Dead”—seems to have stayed with me). The book
presented the story of the pontiff’s noisy passing as proof that some vestige of His Holiness’s
spirit influenced the papal clockworks* as it departed the body. Pontiff, a popular biography of
Paul VI, relates the tale with similar cheesy dramatics: “At that precise moment the ancient alarm
clock, which had rung at six thirty that morning and which had not been rewound or reset,
begins to shrill….”In Peter Hebblethwaite’s Paul VI: The First Modern Pope we find a different
take on the proceedings. In the morning of his last day, the Pope is sleeping. He awakes and
asks the time and is told it’s 11 a.m. “Paul opens his eyes and looks at his Polish alarm clock: it
shows 10:45. ‘Look,’ he says, ‘my little old clock is as tired as me.’ Macchi tries to wind it up but
confuses the alarm with the winder.” By this version, the alarm went off at the moment the Pope
died because Monsignor Macchi had accidentally set it for that moment.I am inclined to side
with Hebblethwaite, because (a) his book is studiously footnoted and (b) Hebblethwaite doesn’t
gild his renderings of papal life. For instance, we have the scene in the final chapter wherein
Pope Paul VI is lying in bed watching TV. Not only is the earth’s highest-ranking Catholic, the
Holy of Holies, watching a B-grade western, he is having trouble following it. Hebblethwaite
quotes Father Magee, who was there at the time: “Paul VI did not understand anything about the
plot, and he asked me every so often, ‘Who is the good guy? Who is the bad guy?’ He became



enthusiastic only when there were scenes of horses.” Hebblethwaite tells it like it is.Just to be
certain, I decided to track down the man who either did or didn’t mess with the winder: Pasquale
Macchi. I called up the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, the American mouthpiece of the
Catholic Church, and was put through to the organization’s then librarian, Anne LeVeque. Anne
is an accommodating wellspring of Catholic-related trivia, including the stupendously odd fact
that freshly dead popes are struck thrice on the forehead with a special silver hammer. LeVeque
knew someone in the organization who had spoken with a group of priests who had met with
Macchi shortly after Paul VI’s death, and she gave me his number. He agreed to tell me the story,
but he would not reveal his name. “I’m better as your Deep Throat,” he said, forever linking in my
head the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops with porn movies, a link they really and truly don’t
need.Deep Throat confirmed the basic story. “It was described to me as not instantaneous, but
more of a five, four, three, two, one…and the alarm went off.” He was told that despite what
others had said, the clock had not been set for the time at which Paul died. “The feeling,” he said,
“was that what it suggested was the departure of Paul VI’s soul from his body.” Then he looked
up Macchi’s address for me, in what he called the Pontifical Phone Book. I wanted to ask if it
included a Pontifical Yellow Pages, with pontifical upholstery cleaners and pontifical escort
services, but managed not to.Macchi is a retired archbishop now. With the help of a friend’s
friend from Italy, I drafted a note asking about the alarm clock incident. Archbishop Macchi wrote
back promptly and courteously, addressing me as “Gentle Scholar,” despite my having
addressed him as Your Eminence (suggesting mere cardinalhood) when in fact he is either a
Your Excellency or a Your Grace, depending on whose etiquette book you consult. (Your
Holiness, reserved for the Pope himself, trumps all, except possibly, in my hometown anyway,
Your San Francisco Giants.) Macchi included a copy of his own biography of Paul VI, with a
bookmark at page 363. “In the morning of that day,” he wrote, “having noticed that the clock was
stopped, I wanted to wind it up and inadvertently I had moved the alarm hand setting to 9:40
p.m.” Deep Throat’s deep throats, it seems, had led him astray.Annoyingly, I came across yet a
third version of the alarm clock incident, this one by a priest with a grudge against Paul VI. This
man held that the clock story had been fabricated by the Vatican as evidence for a false time of
death, part of an effort to cover up some breach of papal duty that would have made the Pope
seem impious.The moral of the story is that proof is an elusive quarry, and all the more so when
you are trying to prove an intangible. Even had I managed to establish that the alarm clock had
indeed gone off for no obvious mechanical reason at the moment the pontiff died, it wouldn’t
have proved that his departing soul had triggered it. But I couldn’t even get the clock to stand
and deliver.The deeper you investigate a topic like this, the harder it becomes to stand on
unshifting ground. In my experience, the most staunchly held views are based on ignorance or
accepted dogma, not carefully considered accumulations of facts. The more you expose the
intricacies and realities of the situation, the less clear-cut things become.And also, I hold, the
more interesting. Will I find the evidence I’m looking for? We’ll just see. But I promise you a
diverting journey, wherever it is we end up.SPOOKImages in this book are not displayed owing



to permissive issues.1You AgainA visit to the reincarnation nationI DON’T RECALL my mood the
morning I was born, but I imagine I felt a bit out of sorts. Nothing I looked at was familiar. People
were staring at me and making odd sounds and wearing incomprehensible items. Everything
seemed too loud, and nothing made the slightest amount of sense.This is more or less how I feel
right now. My life as a comfortable, middle-class American ended two nights ago at Indira
Gandhi International Airport. Today I am reborn: the clueless, flailing thing who cannot navigate a
meal or figure out the bathrooms.I am in India spending a week in the field with Kirti S. Rawat,
director of the International Centre for Survival (as in survival of the soul) and Reincarnation
Researches. Dr. Rawat is a retired philosophy professor from the University of Rajasthan, and
one of a handful of academics who think of reincarnation as something beyond the realm of
metaphor and religious precept. These six or seven researchers take seriously the claims of
small children who talk about people and events from a previous life. They travel to the child’s
home—both in this life and, when possible, the alleged past life—interview family members and
witnesses, catalogue the evidence and the discrepancies, and generally try to get a grip on the
phenomenon. For their trouble, they are at best ignored by the scientific community and, at
worst, pilloried.I would have been inclined more toward the latter, had my introduction to the field
not been in the form of a journal article by an American M.D. named Ian Stevenson. Stevenson
has investigated some eight hundred cases over the past thirty years, during which time he
served as a tenured professor at the University of Virginia and a contributor to peer-reviewed
publications such as JAMA and Psychological Reports. The University of Virginia Press has
published four volumes of Stevenson’s reincarnation case studies and the academic publisher
Praeger recently put out Stevenson’s two-thousand-page opus Biology and Reincarnation. I was
seduced both by the man’s credentials and by the magnitude of his output. If Ian Stevenson
thinks the transmigration of the soul is worth investigating, I thought, then perhaps there’s
something afoot.Stevenson is in his eighties and rarely does fieldwork now. When I contacted
him, he referred me to a colleague in Bangalore, India, but warned me that she would not agree
to anything without meeting me in person first—presumably in Bangalore, which is a hell of a
long way to go for a get-acquainted chat. A series of unreturned e-mails seemed to confirm this
fact. At around the same time, I had e-mailed Kirti Rawat, whom Stevenson worked with on
many of his Indian cases in the 1970s. Dr. Rawat happened to be in California, an hour’s drive
from me, visiting his son and daughter-in-law. I drove down and had coffee with the family. We
had a lovely time, and Dr. Rawat and I agreed to get together in India for a week or two while he
investigated whatever case next presented itself.The Kirti Rawat who met me at the airport was
in a less contented state. He had been arguing with management over the room service at the
hotel where I had booked us. The next morning, we packed up our bags and moved across Delhi
to the Hotel Alka (“The Best Alternative to Luxury”), where he and Stevenson used to stay. The
carpets are clammy, and the toilet seat slaps you on the rear as you get up. The elevator is the
size of a telephone booth. But Dr. Rawat likes the vegetarian dinners, and the service is attentive
to the point of preposterousness. Bellhops in glittery jackets and curly-uppy-toed slippers flank



the front doors, opening them wide as we pass, as though we’re foreign dignitaries or Paris
Hilton on a shopping break.It is 9 a.m. on the first day of our travels. A driver waits outside. This
is less extravagant than it sounds. The car is a 1965 Ambassador with one functioning
windshield wiper. Dr. Rawat seems not to mind. The most I could get out of him on the subject of
aged Ambassadors was that they are “beginning to be outmoded.” What he likes best about this
particular car is the driver. “He is submissive,” Dr. Rawat says to me as we pull away from the
curb. “Generally, I like people who are submissive.”Oh, dear.This week’s case centers on a boy
from the village of Chandner, three hours’ drive from Delhi. Dr. Rawat is using the drive time to fill
me in on the particulars of the case, but I’m finding it hard to pay attention. We are stuck in traffic
just outside Delhi. There are no real lanes, just opposing currents of vehicles, chaotic and
random, as though they’d been scooped up in a Yahtzee cup and tossed haphazardly onto the
asphalt. Every few feet, a cluster of cows has seemingly been Photoshopped into the mix:
sauntering mid-lane or lying down in improbably calm, sleepy-eyed pajama parties on the
median strips. We enter a lurching, kaleidoscopic roundabout. In the eye of the maelstrom, a
traffic cop stands in a concrete gazebo, waving his hand. I cannot tell whether he is directing
traffic or merely fanning himself.I wonder aloud where all these people are going. “Everyone is
going to his own destination,” comes the reply. This is a highly Dr. Rawat thing to say. One of
Rawat’s two master’s degrees and his doctorate are in philosophy, and it remains one of his
passions—along with Indian devotional music and poetry. He is the dreamiest of scientists. Last
night, in the midst of a noisy, hot, polluted cab drive, he leaned over and said, “Are you in a mood
to hear one of my poems?”Dr. Rawat is telling me that the case we are investigating is fairly
typical. The child, Aishwary, began talking about people from a previous existence when he was
around three. Ninety-five percent of the children in Stevenson’s cases began talking about a
previous existence between the ages of two and four, and started to forget about it all by age
five.“Also typical is the sudden, violent death of the P.P.”“Sorry—the what?”“The previous
personality.” The deceased individual thought to be reincarnated. “We say ‘P.P.’ for short.”
Possibly they shouldn’t.Aishwary is thought by his family to be the reincarnation of a factory
worker named Veerpal, several villages distant, who accidently electrocuted himself not long
before Aishwary was born. Dr. Rawat opens his briefcase and takes out an envelope of
snapshots from last month, when he began this investigation. “Here is the boy Aishwary at the
birthday party of his ‘son.’” Aishwary is four in the photograph. His “son” has just turned ten. Just
in case the age business isn’t sufficiently topsy-turvy, the elastic strap on the “son’s” birthday hat
has been inexplicably outfitted with a long, white beard. This morning, while leafing through a file
of Dr. Rawat’s correspondences, I came across a letter that included the line: “I am so glad you
were able to marry your daughter.” I am reasonably, but not entirely, sure that the correspondent
meant “marry off.”“Now, here is the boy with Rani.” Rani is the dead factory worker’s widow. She
is twenty-six years old. In the photo, the boy stares fondly—lustfully, one might almost say, were
one to spend too much time in India with reincarnation researchers—at his alleged past-life wife.
This strikes me as the most improbable, chimerical thing I’ve ever seen, and then I look out the



car window, where an elephant plods down a busy Delhi motorway.Living in California, where
alleged reincarnations tend to spring from royalty and aristocracy, a reincarnated laborer is
something of a novelty for me. Dr. Rawat says that this is typical here: “These are ordinary
people remembering ordinary lives.” Though there are exceptions. At last count, he has met six
bogus Nehru reincarnates and eight wannabe Gandhis.*In the case of the boy Aishwary, the
alleged previous personality hails from a family just as poor as his own. In Dr. Rawat’s
estimation, this strengthens the case, as financial gain wouldn’t be a motive for fraud. Poor
families have been known to fabricate a rebirth story in the hope that the “previous personality’s”
family—they’ll target a wealthy one—will feel financially beholden to their dead relative’s new
family. Dr. Rawat told me about another creative application of ersatz reincarnation: escaping an
unpleasant marriage. Years back, he investigated the case of a woman who fell ill and claimed to
have momentarily died—and then been revived with a different soul. Now that she had been
reborn as someone new, she argued, she couldn’t possibly be expected to live or sleep with her
old husband. (Divorce retains a weighty social stigma in India.) Dr. Rawat interviewed the doctor
who examined her. “He wasn’t a doctor at all. He was a compounder.” A bone-setter. And she
wasn’t dead. “He told me, ‘Well, her pulse was down.’”While Dr. Rawat catnaps, I page through a
copy of his book Reincarnation: How Strong Is the Scientific Evidence? Let’s set aside “strong”
for a minute and talk about “scientific.” Like most psychological and philosophical theories,
reincarnation can’t be proved in a lab. You can’t see it happen, and no biological framework
exists to explain how it might work. The techniques of reincarnation researchers most closely
match those of police detectives. It’s an exhausting, exacting search for independently verifiable
facts. Researchers contact the parents of the child and then travel to the village or town. They
ask the parents to recall exactly what happened: word for word, detail by detail, what the child
said when he first began speaking about people or places from a past that clearly didn’t
correspond to the life he now lives. They look for credible witnesses to the child’s utterances,
and they interview them, too.By the time the researcher arrives on the scene, the family has
usually found a likely candidate for the child’s former incarnation. Most Indian villagers accept
reincarnation as fact, and word of a child remembering a past life travels quickly to neighboring
villages. The previous personality can’t be interviewed, because he’s dead, but his family
members can. If the child is said to have recognized his home from his past life or features of the
town or members of his past-life family, the researcher interviews witnesses who saw the
meetings and the purported recognitions.The strongest cases are those in which the parents
have written down the child’s statements when he or she first began talking about a past life—
before they’ve met any family or friends from that life. (These are rare: Among Stevenson’s
cases, only about twenty include any written record.) Without a written record, researchers must
work from the parents’ memories of what the child said. This makes for wobbly evidence—not
because villagers are dishonest, but because human memory is deeply fallible. It’s unreliable
and easily tweaked by its owner’s beliefs and desires. Did the boy say what he said about
electrocution before his parents began talking about Veerpal’s death, or did he perhaps overhear



them talking about it first? Did he really say he was killed by an electrical current, or has his
mom, once she learned the facts, reinterpreted something ambiguous? Perhaps the boy referred
to a cord. He meant a rope, but the mother, having heard about the accident, pictures an
electrical cord. That sort of thing.Most of Ian Stevenson’s case write-ups include a chart
summarizing the allegedly reborn child’s statements about a past life and about people he or
she recognizes. For each of these statements and recognitions, Stevenson lists a witness, if
there is one, and the comment of the witness. Typically the chart marches on for eight or ten
pages, wearing down your skepticism with the grinding accumulation of names and tiny type. If
you take the work of Ian Stevenson at face value, it would be hard to reach any conclusion other
than this: Reincarnation happens.The skeptics tend to dismiss Stevenson’s work a priori; few
have taken him on case by case. One who tried was Leonard Angel, then a humanities professor
at Douglas College in British Columbia. He chose the case of a Druze boy from Lebanon, Imad
Elawar, a case Stevenson has referred to as one of his strongest. Of all the cases in which there
is written documentation from the time before the suspected previous personality was located,
this is the only one in which Stevenson himself wrote the statements down—thus precluding a
fraudulent after-the-fact jotting. Angel complains that Stevenson nowhere sets forth these
statements as they were worded by the boy or the parents. Stevenson simply writes that the
parents “believed [the boy] to have been one Mahmoud Bouhamzy of Khriby who had a wife
called Jamilah [Mahmoud and Jamilah were the names the boy spoke first and most often] and
who had been fatally injured by a truck after a quarrel with the driver.”Stevenson traveled with the
family for their first visit to Khriby. He couldn’t find a suitable Mahmoud Bouhamzy; however,
upon asking around, he found an Ibrahim Bouhamzy with a mistress named Jamilah. Ibrahim
was not run over by a truck, but his relative Said was, though no quarrel was involved. Stevenson
concludes that the boy’s parents had made wrong inferences based on his words—though since
his write-up does not give the boy’s exact words, it’s hard to know what to think. There’s no
explanation of why the name most commonly uttered by the boy would be Mahmoud. The glass
slipper fit Ibrahim, and Stevenson proceeded from there.But I was never in Khriby, and neither
was Leonard Angel. Something served to convince Stevenson that the case of Imad Elawar
strongly suggested reincarnation. Whether it was the facts of the case or a blind eye born of
bias, I can’t say.So I’ve come to India for answers. I want to get inside one of these cases, meet
the families involved, hear the things they say, watch them interact.In India, I’m finding, the
answers do not always fit the questions. This morning at the hotel, I asked the waiter what kind of
cheese is in the masala omelette.“Sliced,” he said.I hope to do better than that.THE TRAFFIC
JAM has dissolved, leaving our driver free to proceed in the manner he enjoys. This entails
driving as fast as possible until the rear end of the car in front is practically in his mouth, then
laying on the horn until the car pulls into the other lane. If the other car won’t move over, he veers
into the path of oncoming traffic—for sheer drama, an approaching semi truck is best—and then
back, at the last possible instant. Livestock and crater-sized potholes materialize out of nowhere,
prompting sudden James-Bond-style swervings and brakings. It’s like living inside a video



game.“Why doesn’t he just get into the fast lane and stay there?”“There isn’t a fast lane, as
such,” says Dr. Rawat. He gazes calmly out his window, as goats and a billboard for Relaxo
footwear flash past. “The lanes are both the same. Whoever is slower pulls over.” He speaks in a
neutral, narrative tone, as though describing a safe and civilized code of the road. Aggressive
honking and light-flashing is considered good manners: You’re simply alerting the driver ahead
of your presence. (Rearview mirrors are apparently for checking your hairdo. Likewise, the
driver’s-side mirror currently registers a clear and unobstructed view of the dashboard.)
Exhortations to BLOW HORN PLEASE and USE DIPPER are painted on the backs of most
trucks, so that even the most laid-back driver goes along honking and flashing his lights like his
team has just won the World Cup. I am finding it hard to relaxo.In India, everywhere you look,
people are calmly comporting themselves in a manner that we in the States would consider a
terrible risk, a beseeching of death with signal flare and megaphone. Women in saris perch
sidesaddle, unhelmeted, on the backs of freeway-fast Vespas. Bicyclists weave through clots of
city traffic, breathing diesel fumes. Passengers sit atop truck cabs and hang off the sides like
those acrobat troupes that pile onto a single bicycle. Trucks overladen with bulbous muffin-top
loads threaten to topple and bury nearby motorists under illegal tonnages of cauliflower and
potatoes. (ACCIDENT PRONE AREA, the signs say, as though the area itself were somehow
responsible for the carnage.) People don’t seem to approach life with the same terrified, risk-
aversive tenacity that we do. I’m beginning to understand why, religious doctrine aside, the
concept of reincarnation might be so popular here. Rural India seems like a place where life is
taken away too easily—accidents, childhood diseases, poverty, murder. If you’ll be back for
another go, why get too worked up about the leaving?A bus blasts its horn and bullies us onto
the shoulder. “&*@##!!”Dr. Rawat winces. “Meddy! Just don’t look out that side!”We’ve been
bickering all morning. Dr. Rawat let it be known that he booked me for three appearances in his
home city, including a talk on the theme of “teacher appreciation” at the Indore Lion’s Club. He
has me in Indore for four days, when I had planned on two. I tried to use the excuse that I have
nothing to wear. He suggested I wear one of his wife’s saris. “The sari,” he said when I balked, “is
the most elegant dress for women.” At one point he said, “You do not dress to please yourself;
you dress to please others.” You can imagine how well that went over. Poor Kirti. He wanted
vanilla and he got jalapeño.Today’s plan is to head first to Chandner for some follow-up
interviews with Aishwary’s mother, and then drive, along with Aishwary’s family, to two
neighboring villages where the family of Veerpal, the boy’s alleged previous personality,
resides.As we approach Chandner, Dr. Rawat summarizes the family’s claims. The boy’s father,
Munni, claims that Aishwary recognized Veerpal’s uncles and aunts when they came to
Chandner, and that he could name many of the people in one of Veerpal’s photo albums. He
further claims that the boy said he had three children and family members living in Kamalpur,
and that his caste was Lodh, all of which are true of Veerpal. When Munni went to buy a sari as a
gift for Veerpal’s widow Rani, Aishwary is said to have insisted that it be turquoise. Veerpal, Rani
says, used to buy her saris in this color. Munni further reports that Aishwary was spotted hitting



an electrical pole with a stick and calling it “abusive names.” Munni’s wife Ramvati says she saw
Aishwary try to kiss Rani on the lips and that the boy was spotted caressing her breast.Dr. Rawat
says this sort of sexual precociousness is an infrequent but not unheard-of by-product of rebirth
cases. “That is nothing. I heard of a case where a husband said to his wife, ‘When I die, I will
come back as your son, and I won’t take milk from your breast.’” Sure enough, the story goes,
the husband died during his wife’s pregnancy, and the infant born some months later refused to
breast-feed. “It is said she was both his mother and his wife.”“That’s what all you men want,” I say.
“Not that there’s anything wrong with it.”Aishwary’s family grows corn and sugarcane. As we walk
through their rain-boggy yard, we pass the kernels of this season’s harvest spread over the
concrete floor of the house to dry. A pair of oxen lounge in the mud. Their horns spiral like curling
ribbon on the sides of their heads. Up a flight of outdoor stairs and across a rooftop is the
family’s single-room sleeping quarters. The room holds little aside from three caned, wooden
sleeping platforms and a flickery black and white TV.Aishwary’s mother boils water for tea,
squatting over a hot plate in the corner. Dr. Rawat sits on a bed beside Aishwary and shows him
the photos from the birthday party last month. He points to the boy with the strap-on beard.
“Who’s this?” He translates the boy’s reply: “This is my son.” Some of the other pictures are met
with blank looks. Even when handed a picture of the electrocuted Veerpal, he shakes his head
and looks toward his mother. “He doesn’t seem to remember much now,” says Dr.
Rawat.Aishwary’s father Munni fills us in on new developments in the case. Like his wife, Munni
has a sunny smile and a pleasing, well-proportioned face. He is telling Dr. Rawat that Aishwary
walked up to a boy in Veerpal’s town and said to him, “Your parents came to see me in the
hospital.” The parents confirmed that they had gone to see Veerpal after the accident. Munni
adds that Veerpal’s aunt, while clowning around with Aishwary, reported that the boy said to her,
“Auntie, you have not left your old habits,” and that this was said to be the exact wording of a
phrase Veerpal used to use. Dr. Rawat makes a note of this, as we’ll be visiting the aunt this
afternoon.Before leaving for the aunt’s village, we walk across the town to visit another boy who
is said to recall a past life. Indian villages are fertile ground for claims of reincarnation. “You come
for one,” says Dr. Rawat, “and you leave with four!”This cannot be said of villages or cities where
reincarnation isn’t part of the belief system. Claims of reincarnation are rare among children in
the United States, where—according to a 2001 Gallup poll—only twenty-five percent of the
population believes in it. This fact, perhaps more than any other, weakens the overall case for
reincarnation. Stories of rebirth that crop up within cultures whose religious dogma doesn’t
include it are, for obvious reasons, stronger than cases that show up among cultures who accept
it and, more to the point, expect it to happen. If a child in a Western culture begins to refer to a
stranger with an unfamiliar name, his parents assume the name belongs to someone from his
imagination. In a Hindu—or Druze, or Tlingit—culture, the parents are more likely to assume it’s
someone from his past life. Are cases solved, or are they built? “This is the most common
criticism of reincarnation research,” says Jim Tucker, professor of psychiatric medicine at the
University of Virginia, who researches cases in the United States. Stevenson agrees. “I don’t



have a good explanation for that,” he told an Inside UVA interviewer. “I worry about it.” Stevenson
and Rawat suggest that the difference may arise from the parents’ reactions: In a culture that
embraces reincarnation, the child may be encouraged to voice his memories; anywhere else,
the child’s comments may be ignored—or thought abnormal and thus discouraged.Dr. Rawat is
excited about the new case in Chandner, as it’s a Hindu boy who recalls a past life as a Muslim.
(More exciting, for the reasons just given, would be a Muslim boy who recalls being Hindu.) A
crowd has formed in our wake. Many are children. We seem to pull them out of houses as we
pass. You get the feeling there isn’t much for kids to do here. On our way in, we drove past a boy
with a paper kite. There was no wind; he merely swung it in circles on its string. We’re the most
exciting thing to hit town since electricity.Dr. Rawat is telling me about another Muslim-to-Hindu
case from some years back. “He remembered the process of circumcision,” he says to me,
picking his way from brick to brick through the muddied street. “And moreover! He was born with
a penis without a foreskin!”I was about to ask Dr. Rawat whether he thinks that the unique
circumstances of the penis may have inspired the boy’s imagination and/or the parents’, but my
flip-flop has been claimed by the sucking mud. When I pull on it, the rubber shoe slingshots out
of its sinkhole and spatters the back of my skirt. Boys and girls titter and squeal: Why, this is as
good as it gets!As we arrive at the boy’s house, our following has grown to fifty or more. Dr.
Rawat doesn’t like to do interviews in front of a crowd, lest the subject feel pressured to answer
one way over another. He closes and bars a corrugated tin gate. The crowd presses in. The
panels bang and bow and threaten to give, like a boudoir door in a cheap suspense film. We sit
down on a porch to talk to the grandparents of the alleged former Muslim. (The parents are
away.) Onlookers have scaled the buildings across the street. They squat at the roof’s edge and
peer down at us like gangly, brown-eyed gargoyles. On the wall, a single shelf is lined with a
sheet of newspaper scissored to resemble the zigzag-fringed doilies of middle-class homes
such as Dr. Rawat’s. “Four Cheers!” says a headline in a digital camera ad. “The Future Has
Come Calling!”The boy, who is seven, claims to recall a life as a Muslim thief named Guddin in
the town of Dhampur, seventy kilometers away. Dr. Rawat translates for me. “I killed two
policemen, and then they killed me.” Discussion ensues. Laundry drips on my head. “Someone
else says twelve policemen,” Dr. Rawat narrates. “The grandparents add that the boy has always
had a fear of police cars. The boy said his wife was Dhamyanta, but that’s not a Muslim name.
Come, we shall have some photographs of his penis.” He wants to see whether perhaps this
child, too, has a birth defect that mimics circumcision. “We will verify his foreskin.”Dr. Rawat,
myself, the boy, and the boy’s grandfather slip into the house and close the door. The
grandfather picks up the boy and stands him on a table. The boy unfastens his shorts and turns
his face away from us. He doesn’t seem upset by the request, just embarrassed. His foreskin is
normal, but Dr. Rawat aims the camera anyway. It’s a new one that he’s not yet accustomed to.
Seconds pass, as though he’s waiting for the tiny member to smile. I point to a button on the
back. A red light comes on. Oh, good. We’ve activated the anti-red-eye function. If ever there
were a moment that wanted to pass quickly, this is it. At last the flash goes off and the boy is free



to cover up.A few words about birth defects and birthmarks. Among cultures that believe in
reincarnation, congenital abnormalities are commonly viewed as clues to a child’s past life.
Often they are tied in with the death of the supposed previous personality. Ian Stevenson’s
Reincarnation and Biology contains ten examples of children with birthmarks or birth defects
corresponding to the place their alleged previous personality was shot or otherwise fatally
wounded.The birthmark business has a historical corollary of sorts in the theory of maternal
impressions. A surprising majority of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century physicians believed
that a child’s birthmarks or abnormalities are caused by the mother having undergone a
memorable fright during pregnancy. A baby is born with a missing arm; the mother recalls being
set upon by a one-armed beggar. A child’s “fish scales”—a skin condition now known as
ichthyosis—are blamed on the mother’s fear of sea serpents. Et cetera.* Reports of maternal
impressions peppered medical texts from Pliny and Hippocrates clear through to the 1903
edition of the American Textbook of Obstetrics, which cites maternal impression as the likely
cause of John “Elephant Man” Merrick’s deformities—as well as those of a lesser-known
traveling spectacle, the Turtle Man.In many of the birthmark cases in Reincarnation and Biology,
Stevenson posits that the mother saw the corpse of the slain man whose soul eventually turns
up in her unborn child. Stevenson doesn’t believe all birthmarks are caused by maternal
impression, but he is open-minded to the possibility that some are.Adherents of maternal
impression theory hold that the skin is uniquely vulnerable to emotional imprinting. Stevenson
describes a half dozen dermatological conditions thought to be open to psychological influence.
These range from the relatively mainstream (emotionally induced wheals and blisters) to the
distant borderlands of scientific acceptability (stigmata, wart-charming, hypnotically induced
breast enlargement). I suppose that if you believe that hypnotic suggestion can expand a
bosom, it’s not a big leap to suppose that a profound fright might affect the skin of a developing
fetus.What of the boy with the missing foreskin? Was his previous personality’s penis the site of
a fatal injury? Unlikely. This is more a case of a suggestive similarity. Stevenson and the families
he talks to also make connections based on simple physical and psychological parallels
between a child and the person they believe he or she once was. Stevenson feels that genetics
and environmental influences fall short of adequately explaining the quirks and foibles—both
medical and psychological—that we humans are born with. He looks to the quirks and foibles of
the previous personality to explain what genetics cannot. The concept has a certain intuitive
appeal. A child’s former life as a World War II soldier explains a fear of Japanese people. A past
life as a virtuoso musician explains a musical prodigy in a family of tone-deaf no-talents. Yet
you’ve simply swapped one mystery for another. How—outside of genetics—would the dead
person’s skills, fears, or preferences be delivered to the new organism? What’s the mechanism?
Here we don’t even have the flimsy leg of maternal impression to stand on.Unconstrained by
biology, Stevenson is free to extend his theory wherever it strikes him. Facets of a past life are
suggested as explanations for complexion irregularities, stockiness, third nipples, albinism,
posture, gait, fear of women, fondness for toy airplanes, cleft lip, pimples, speech impediments,



widely separated upper medial incisors, and “a fondness for eels, cheroots and alcohol.” Viewed
through such a broad eyepiece, reincarnation is an easy sell. Take a child and all her hundreds
of unique features: How hard would it be to find one or two that seem linked to a feature of
someone you know who has died?The notion is especially rickety when you consider that in
many of Stevenson’s cases, the life recalled by the child is that of a close blood relative. Why
posit reincarnation when you’ve got a perfectly reasonable biological explanation in the form of
genetics? Even Ian Stevenson’s wife appears to have trouble swallowing the whole bolus. In his
acknowledgments in Reincarnation and Biology he writes, “While devotedly encouraging this
work, she has also—with the greatest gentleness—expressed skepticism about the conclusions
to which it has led me.”We have walked back to Aishwary’s house to pick up the family for the trip
to visit Veerpal’s aunt in Kamalpur. Aishwary is changing his clothes for the visit. Dr. Rawat, ever
vigilant for birthmarks and scars, bends to inspect a semicircular protrusion in the middle of the
boy’s chest.“Do you think this is anything?” he asks me.“I think it’s a sternum.”WE REACH
KAMALPUR just after 2 p.m. Word spreads instantly. The boy is here! The future has come
calling! A crowd surrounds the car well before the driver has cut the motor. “Faster than flies to
sweets!” exclaims Dr. Rawat. Or flies to more or less anything. The moment we stop moving, logy
black ones alight on my arms, my skirt, the upholstery beside me. The situation is not helped by
the fabric’s pattern, which is little bees.We get out and begin walking to the house of Veerpal’s
aunt Sharbati. Many of the women in the streets have draped their sari scarves over their faces
in modesty; curiously—to me, anyway—their midriffs are partly bared.Dr. Rawat stops the
procession beside a tree with a small shrine beneath it. Munni said that his son had talked about
there being a shrine behind his aunt’s house. This is the shrine he is said to have recognized.
“And there”—Dr. Rawat turns 180 degrees and points to a faded blue doorway down a street,
about a half a block distant—“is the house.” So it’s behind the front of the house. In other words,
it’s no more behind this house than any other house within eyesight.The sameness of the
villages in this part of India renders less impressive some of the children’s statements in these
cases. “The floor was of stone slabs.” “The family had cows and oxen.” “The house had two
rooms.” Facts like these could apply to a dozen houses in any given village. Still, the casebooks
are full of true statements so specific that—if in fact the child made them, and if the family had
never visited the past-life town—defy logical explanation: “He had a wooden elephant, a toy of
Lord Krishna, and a ball on an elastic string.” “He had a small yellow car.” It’s hard to know what
to make of it.Veerpal’s aunt traveled to Aishwary’s village several weeks ago, but this is the first
time Dr. Rawat has met her. The house is of the standard two-room floor plan. Like most houses
here, the front room has three walls only. As we walk by, domestic scenes are on display like
shoebox dioramas. A toddler plays with a corncob, making believe it’s a cigar. A woman stacks
dried ox dung. A man gets a shave.Dr. Rawat begins rolling video of the aunt, despite the crowd.
When there are no doors, there is little to be done about it. I count fifty-five pairs of feet gathered
around, most of them shoeless. Kamalpur is even poorer than Chandner. My glance takes in
broken trouser flies and saris patched with duct tape. Here again, Dr. Rawat is encouraged:



Skeptics often cite monetary motives for making up claims of rebirth. In Aishwary’s case, the
family of the current incarnation has given about as many presents to the past family (saris for
the widow) as the past family has given to the boy (hundred-rupee notes tucked in his
pockets).The press of the crowd has created its own weather system, a thick, clinging humidity
that lies on your skin like glaze. Aishwary yawns and drops his head in his mother’s lap. Veerpal’s
aunt has a smoky voice and one turned-in eye, and she stands with one hand on a jutted hip.
Overall she strikes me as someone you’d go out of your way not to cross. Dr. Rawat tells her over
and over to relate only the events and statements that she herself has seen or heard the boy say.
He asks her about the line Munni mentioned: “Auntie, you have not left your old habits.” She says
that the boy indeed said this, but the bit about Veerpal having used this phrasing is not true. The
utterance suggests only that the boy believes himself to have been reincarnated as Veerpal,
which is not, given the culture and the fact that his parents clearly believe it, all that
surprising.More difficult to explain is the account of Veerpal’s uncle Gajraj, whom we visit next.
He is a schoolteacher in the village, a somber, balding man dressed in white dhoti pants and
tunic. “Tell me what you saw and heard,” says Dr. Rawat as tea and sweets are served in the front
room of his two-room home. Above the doorway, a pair of old wood badminton racquets is
mounted like crossed swords in a coat of arms. A young boy stands by my side, fanning us with
a stiff, laminated flag.“I was returning from my farm,” begins Gajraj, “and as I entered the village,
people said, ‘Veerpal has come!’ I was astonished. How could Veerpal come? There were two or
three hundred people. The child said nothing at that time. Then Mokesh was called.” Mokesh
was a close friend of Veerpal’s. “The headman of the village arrived and asked the boy if he
recognized Mokesh. The child said nothing. The headman said, ‘What is his name? Say it in my
ear.’ And he did. We could hear him say, ‘Mokesh.’”“You heard it yourself?”“Yes.”“What else?”“He
pointed toward me and said, ‘You are my uncle.’”“Did he say your name?”“No.”He adds that the
boy recognized Veerpal’s sister. “He said, ‘She is my sister, Bala.’” The deadpan and monotone
of Gajraj and Veerpal’s other family members are puzzling to me. These conversations and
encounters with Aishwary hold no more emotion than a market research interview about soap-
buying habits. The only animation in the small room comes from the fan boy, who is waving
vigorous, exaggerated figure eights. (I’m still hot, but I feel like I’ve won the Indy 500.) If I’d lost
my brother or my nephew and then, months later, come to believe that he’d been reborn as a
boy in a neighboring village, it would be a story I’d tell with feeling and awe. Perhaps the video
camera makes them self-conscious. And, to be fair, I’m not witnessing a first encounter with the
boy. That will come at our next stop, the village of Bulandshahar, where Aishwary will meet
Veerpal’s father for the first time.Toward the end of his interview, Gajraj is asked whether he
believes that this boy is his nephew reborn. He says yes, and adds that it is not the first
reincarnation he has encountered. “In my classroom, I recognize many children again and
again.”Gajraj’s two brothers, whom we next interview, seem less convinced of the boy’s status as
their reborn nephew. Both report that the boy did not recognize them.“What do you think?” Dr.
Rawat asks the third uncle at the end of the interview. “Do you believe that this boy was



Veerpal?” The uncle, dressed in a white singlet and a layer of perspiration, looks uncomfortable.
“I can’t say.”TO SAY THAT HINDUS believe in reincarnation is in and of itself rather meaningless.
Catholics “believe” that they are eating the body of Christ when they take communion, but how
many believe it literally?* I used to assume that people in India believed in reincarnation in the
same way that Christians believe in heaven: more or less abstractly. Most Christians don’t expect
to take up residence in a cloud bank after they die, but they may believe in an abstract sense of
the hereafter as a place whose comforts or lack thereof depend upon one’s behavior here on
earth.I began to change my tune after spending an afternoon among the pages of The
Ordinances of Manu, a tome of legal code based on Vedic scripture and dating back to A.D. 500.
Manu’s legislation covers everything from criminal law (If a man of the lowest birth spit upon a
highborn man, “the king should cause his two lips to be cut off; and if he make water upon him,
his penis; and if he break wind upon him, his buttocks”) to health and hygiene codes (“Anything
pecked by birds, smelt by a cow,…sneezed on or polluted by head lice becomes pure by
throwing earth on it”)—and reincarnation is in there, too.In Manu’s day, reincarnation was treated
not as an abstract religious principle but as a concrete legal consequence. Where the modern-
day malefactor may do time in Pelican Bay, the perpetrator in Manu’s day might do time as an
actual pelican. Witness Code 66 of Chapter XII: “One becomes indeed a kind of heron by
stealing fire; a house-wasp by stealing a house utensil; by stealing dyed cloths one is born again
as a fowl called jivijivaka.” Similarly, for stealing silk, linen, cotton, a cow, or molasses, one is
reborn, respectively, as a partridge, a frog, a curlew, an iguana, or a vagguda bird. The worst
karmic punishments are reserved for those who “violate the guru’s couch.” I am unclear on
precisely what is meant by this, but my guess is that we are not speaking of a literal rending of
upholstery, for the hapless malfeasant is sentenced to return “hundreds of times into the womb
of grasses, bushes, vines, animals that eat raw flesh,…and animals that have done cruel acts.”
Similarly unwise is the Brahman who has “deserted his own proper rules of right,” for he must
reincarnate as “the ghost Ulkamukha, an eater of vomit.”
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Frankie, “Refreshing. I thought authors like these were a dying breed. So glad they're not.. The
main thing for ME is that the author uses English in a gifted, professional manner. So refreshing
to read this. The rise of easy self-publishing has promoted an "anyone can write" mentality --- no,
anyone can't write. You need practice, skill, discipline, and - oh yeah - a decent-sized
vocabulary.As to the meat of the book. A lot of ink was spent on accounts of people trying to
prove or disprove the immaterial world by measuring material: ectoplasm, infra-sound, weight of
the soul. Hmm. Not a lot of success either way. A very fun and humorous ride along the way
though. And yes, there is some accounting of actual knowledge transfer from the 'other' realm -
that's what floats MY boat.”

D. Giff, “Fantastic.. I wore this book out. I think the spine broke. It’s been missing for a month now,
but I was rabid about it. Just one of those books that your mind wants to eat over and over. Or,
maybe I’m just a little weird. I’m hesitating on buying a new copy because once I do, my original
will appear. Then I’ll have 2, then they’ll both disappear.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Spook. Just as expected and arrived in good time!”

Frankie, “Good company. Bought a whole bunch of books from this company. They're all in okay
condition and I have no complaints. Will order from them again :)”

Tombo, “You learn a lot and have a good laugh along the way. If you don't know Mary Roach,
begin here. You learn a lot and have a good laugh along the way.”

Joe Leonard, “Great read. If you're hoping to bolster your beliefs in the after-life this book is not
for you. Well researched, fun, informative.”
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