
Letters to the Editor

Measuring Biomagnetic Effects of NDEs

To the Editor:

P.M.H. Atwater (1994) devoted an entire chapter of her book to
the physiological aftereffects of near-death experiences (NDEs) and
provided some fascinating information on individuals manifesting
electromagnetic effects, including the phenomenon of "healing
hands." Such people (and not all are NDErs) are commonly referred
to as "electrical sensitives."

Atwater defined electrical sensitives as people whose proximity
influences electrical or electronic equipment, sometimes causing
malfunctions. On their return from "the other side," sensitives might
also suffer newly-acquired allergies, be unable to wear a watch,
and/or claim to be able to perform acts of healing by the laying-on
of hands.

Kenneth Ring and Christopher J. Rosing (1990) found that NDErs
claimed they often caused electrical or electronic equipment (e.g.,
electric lights, digital watches, computers) to malfunction. They noted
that human electrical fields can be measured in the laboratory and
wondered whether the electrical fields of NDErs were different from
those of normal controls.

I'd like to suggest using existing technology to study and attempt
to duplicate those healing powers that sometimes occur as a result
of near-death experiences, lengthy meditative practice, or even seri-
ous illness. There is a large body of research documenting the healing
effects of electromagnetic currents and fields on soft tissues and bone.
"Electrotherapy," despite initial resistance, is now an established
branch of medicine and electrotherapeutic equipment is available in
many hospitals.

The phenomenon of "healing hands" is an accepted fact of life in
many lands, though not our own. Certainly, there will never be a
shortage of fraudulent healers, just as their are dishonest men in
any field. But if we could positively identify real healers and deter-
mine how they do what they do, then we would be able to expose
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and prosecute frauds who prey on the hopeful, the vulnerable, and
the desperate.

Anthony Borgia (n.d.) described the umbilical cord connecting the
soul with the physical body as a "magnetic cord." He identified a
"great spiritual force that is being constantly poured down upon us
all from the Father of Heaven Himself. It is, as it were, an eternal
magnetic current that is forever charging us with force and power,
and giving us life" (p. 119).

George Ritchie wrote about seeing fields of force during his NDE
as "a faint luminous glow, almost like an electric field over the sur-
face of their bodies. . . . [that] moved as they moved, like a second
skin made out of pale, scarcely visible light" (Ritchie and Sherrill,
1978, p. 59).

Elsewhere (Ritchie, 1991) he described spiritual healing, citing
the work of Albert E. Day, Olga and Ambrose Worrall, Ian Steven-
son, Bernie Siegel, and Bernard Grad's research at McGill Univer-
sity using double-blind studies. Robert Becker and Gary Selden
(1985) also mentioned Grad's work with the Hungarian healer
Oskar Estebany. Estebany's ability to reactivate the stomach en-
zyme trypsin was similar to that of a magnetic field, although no
magnetic field could be detected near his hands with the equipment
then available.

Ruth Montgomery (1982) recounted the case of a healer who
claimed to use a similar kind of energy that he called "revitalizing
the magnetic field": he asserted that by placing his fingers over
nerve relay centers in the lower abdomen, a human energizing cur-
rent is transmitted throughout the body.

The best medical term for this energy might be "biomagnetism,"
the first workshop on which was held in 1976. Biomagnetic record-
ings began in the early 1960s with the first "magnetocardiograph,"
a mapping of the magnetic signature of the human heart. In the
early 1970s reliable mapping and recording of the magnetic fields
generated by the human body became possible with the development
of a sensing device of extreme sensitivity, the Superconducting Quan-
tum Interference Device, or SQUID.

There are now many researchers studying biomagnetism, with an
emphasis on diagnostic applications. SQUID scans will almost cer-
tainly take their place alongside X-rays, magnetic resonance images
(MRIs), positon emission tomography (PET) scans, and computerized
axial tomography (CAT) scans. There are biomagneticians working
in hospital radiology departments and physicists developing informa-
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tion and devices at universities all over the world. A specialized or-
ganization dedicated to understanding vital energy as a healing force
exists, called the International Society for the Study of Subtle En-
ergies and Energy Medicine, located in Golden, Colorado.

Biomagnetism promises more than new diagnostic techniques.
There is also the hope of unprecedented (or rediscovered) forms of
healing, an expansion of knowledge that could ultimately include
electrotherapy as just one small part of an emerging discipline called
"bioenergy life sciences."

One of the few popular books on the subject was Becker and
Selden's 1985 The Body Electric, which contained chapters dealing
with the use of miniscule currents and fields to heal and even re-
generate animal tissues and bones. For example, Becker and Selden
noted that processes susceptible to electromagnetic fields include
healing, embryonic growth, and cancer, then added this tantalizing
footnote: "Only the magnetic component appears to accelerate healing
in any way" (p. 296). When it comes to revealing the weak magnetic
fields generated by healers and the human body, the SQUID is just
what the doctor ordered; in fact, they suggested that it be used for
just this purpose. There is also a description of Kenneth MacLean's
experiments during the 1950s and '60s, which reportedly resulted in
the healing of some cancers in the lab using steady-state magnetic
fields, which led Becker and Selden to ask:

Why shouldn't some people be able to affect other beings by means
of their linked fields? . . . There's reason to believe that gifted heal-
ers generate supportive electromagnetic effects, which they convey
to their patients or manipulate to change the sufferer's internal cur-
rents directly, without limiting themselves to the placebo effect of
trust and hope. (p. 269)

A recent Japanese study (Niwar, Izawar, Ishimoto, Jiang, and
Kanoh, 1993) reported that human palmar energy, called "kikoh" in
Japan, emits electromagnetic radiation in the far infrared region
(wavelength 4-14 microns). When tested for effects on human white
blood cells, this energy significantly decreased intracellular calcium
ion concentration, phagocytosis, and generation of reactive oxygen
species in neutrophils, and the blastogenic response of lymphocytes
to mitogens. Chemotactic activity by neutrophils was also enhanced
by exposure to the palm of a person (a "kikoshi") who heals profes-
sionally by the laying on of hands.

A second recent Japanese study (Seto, Kusaka, Nakazato, Huang,
Sato, Hisamatsu, and Takeshige, 1992), reported the detection of un-
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usually strong biomagnetic fields from the palms of persons se-
lected for their ability to emit energy. Of 37 subjects studied, 3
exhibited strong biomagnetic fields of at least a thousand times
greater than the normally detected human biomagnetic field. Dur-
ing these biomagnetic measurements, a corresponding electric cur-
rent was not detectable; therefore, the extraordinarily large
biomagnetic field strength could not have derived from internal
body currents alone.

Perhaps the healer absorbs ambient energy and reradiates it in a
beneficial, directed form. I hope there is a physician among this Jour-
nal's readership who will suggest further studies aimed at the thera-
peutic use of these energies. Equipment to do such studies is
available: I know of at least two multichannel superconducting
biomagnetometers currently operating in the United States, at New
York University's Center for Neuromagnetism and at the Scripps
Clinic in La Jolla, California. I am not aware of any attempt so far
to use the SQUID to study healers or NDErs.

Several investigations suggest themselves. What would the mag-
netograph of an NDEr who enters an "altered state of consciousness"
look like? What would the biomagnetometer see around the wrists
of an NDEr who can't wear a watch? The SQUID could also be used
on healers like the kikoshi, individuals highly skilled in meditative
practices, and those who claim to be capable of astral projection. Vi-
sionaries, seers, religious adepts, and psychics could be looked at un-
der the "magnetic microscope." If healing turns out to be a real
phenomenon, the SQUID provides us with a golden opportunity to
establish a database of legitimate healers who could be called on to
help those in need.

SQUIDs have also been used on inanimate objects and dead tissue.
If such a thing as "residual psychic energy" exists somewhere along
the electromagnetic spectrum, we might be able to see it. We might
compare a wedding ring of great sentimental value to a new one
from a local jewelry store. A love letter compared to a grocery list
might provide interesting results. Even objects from "haunted
houses" could be tested: a rocking-chair that moves by itself, or a
glass that "just shattered."

I am by no means suggesting that we can take a snapshot of the
soul. What I am saying is that the technology now exists to detect,
analyze, and render visible one facet of our own life-force, the "vital
essence" that has fascinated mankind for centuries.
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