
Letters

Susan Blackmore Replies

To the Editor:
I would like to thank Emily Cook for drawing attention to my

assessment of the Wilmot case and Michael Sabom's research. She
made some important points, but these must be judged in relation
to the aim of my paper. I would like to stress that my intention was
to consider evidence suggesting "that during OBEs people can see
things at a distance without using the recognized senses" (Blackmore,
1983, p. 143). I was not trying to dismiss the Wilmot case as having
no interest or possible paranormal component, but as not providing
that kind of evidence.

Ms. Cook was quite right in her first point. Miss Wilmot did testify

that Mr. Tait had mentioned his vision to her the following morning.
She said she was astonished because he had asked her whether she
had been in to see her brother during the night (something rather
outrageous to do in 1863!) and had told her that he (Mr. Tait) had
seen some woman in white who went up to her brother. This much
is corroboration that Mr. Tait saw something corresponding to
Mr. Wilmot's vision. But it does not bear on the OBE aspect of the
case, which is what my paper was concerned with. The evidence that
Mrs. Wilmot saw details of the ship and the room in which Mr. Wilmot
and Mr. Tait slept comes entirely from Mr. Wilmot's own account.
There is no independent description of the ship, the room, or its
occupants, much less one made before Mr. and Mrs. Wilmot met.
There is therefore no sound evidence to suggest that Mrs. Wilmot was
able to see things at a distance.
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I also claimed that "Mrs. Wilmot never reported having had an
OBE at all" (p. 144). I would stand by this assertion. I meant simply
that we do not have any description by Mrs. Wilmot of an experience
that could be called an OBE. Mr. Wilmot stated that his wife seemed
to go out to seek him, and had told him of this as soon as they were
alone together. Does this constitute a description of an OBE by
Mrs. Wilmot? Ms. Cook correctly pointed out that Mrs. Wilmot agreed
to add her signature to her husband's. From the original corres-
pondence (held in the archives of the Society for Psychical Research)
we can see that the letter from Mrs. Wilmot was abridged, but all

that was left out of the published version was a description of a
totally different experience and the following: "As my husband has
given his consent to the publication of our signatures, if you desire it,
I will not refuse mine." This rather half-hearted corroboration of a
rather vague account is no substitute for a description of an OBE by
someone who has had one. In her own words, as I pointed out, she
only refers briefly to her "dream" and that it left her with a vivid
sense all the next day of having visited her husband. A dream of
visiting one's husband may or may not be an OBE, but I think it is
fair to say that on this weak evidence we cannot be sure just what
sort of experience Mrs. Wilmot did have.

So we are left with a very sketchy description of an experience
that might have been an OBE, and with no corroboration of any
claim that the experiencer saw anything at a distance, or of the cru-
cial coincidence in time between the experience and the vision.
This is, as I said, a very interesting case, but it does not provide
evidence of the kind I was seeking.

Turning now to the near-death research: Ms. Cook was quite right
to suggest that I treated Dr. Sabom's important work very super-
ficially. I was simply using it to point out one factor (the availability
of auditory information) that needs to be considered in assessing
NDEs. I totally agree with her that Dr. Sabom presented some
fascinating evidence that patients during NDEs were able to describe
details that would be hard to obtain by sensory means. However,
there are various problems with the evidence. For example, Ms. Cook
cited a case in which a patient saw his relatives in the corridor. The
relatives do corroborate the story, but only afterwards. In other
words, there were no independent accounts collected at the time.
More generally there were often problems such as long intervals
between the experience and the account, and only brief summaries
of the surgical or other procedures that cannot be tied moment by
moment to the accounts. These are problems that can be resolved in
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future research. I believe that this is the most promising line of evi-
dence we have available, but, as I said, it is too early to judge how
well it will stand up to further scrutiny. On this I retain an open
mind, but I am sorry that I did not do justice to Dr. Sabom's work in
my brief description.

Ms. Cook has also written a detailed and interesting review of my
book, Beyond the Body (Cook, 1984). I do not wish to respond to
all of her criticisms, but only to point out that most of them stem
from a fundamental difference between her approach and mine.
She said that I had "allowed the context of psi (the OBE) to become

the issue and the issue (psi) to become lost" (p. 104). But of course
this assumes that psi is the issue.

For Ms. Cook it may be, but for me it is not. As she pointed out,
I set out to try to understand the OBE because of my own profoundly
affecting experiences. And it is that experience that I want to under-
stand. For nearly ten years I have researched psi in various ways,
but (interesting as this has been) it really has not helped me to under-
stand the OBE. This relates to the long quote that Ms. Cook gave
from my book. I was trying to suggest that in the end we either will

or won't need to take psi into account in exploring the OBE. If
research is undertaken thoroughly and open mindedly (and I am
generally optimistic that it is), then people won't ignore psi if it is
there. But if theories of the OBE can explain the experience without
recourse to psi, then, in the context of OBEs, "the question of
paranormal phenomena will quietly be dropped" (Blackmore, 1982,
p. 243).

For me the issue is the OBE. The question is: what is happening
when we have these extraordinary experiences and why? I do not
know. After all this time I am more perplexed and fascinated, not
less. I only hope my book may communicate some of my own be-

wilderment and struggle to understand.
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