THE DEATH OF MY FATHER

My father died of a heart attack on the evening of the last day of September 1986, in a corridor of the hospital where he had been for a week, receiving treatment for a troublesome skin complaint. He had been sitting up and chatting to visitors that same morning, looking forward to returning home to Denville Hall, a residence for retired actors. He had been eighty-eight years of age for just two weeks; the moon was waning - and, suddenly, he was gone.

It was both shocking and totally expected. We had become close, more loving, better and better friends during his last year. We talked often about his death and I shared with him everything I had studied and experienced on the subject. I made the commitment to be available to him when the time came. I asked him to let me know when he felt death to be near and the humour of his reply assured me that all was well with him. “OK,” he said, “I’ll send you a telegram saying: DYING TOMORROW - COME QUICKLY!”  He was well prepared and had been winding down and setting his mind at rest for some time. He often said that the hardest thing was that he did not have sufficient energy to bring projects or ideas to completion - there was no future. So, although I think he was not aware of the exact hour, he knew that death was close.

On my last visit to him I arrived at his room half an hour late for our meeting. He had been waiting and as I came through the door I caught the look on his face. The pain from the skin condition showed - he was alone, sad, and disappointed at my lateness. That look tore into me. I realised in that moment the extent of his love for me and all I wanted was to take away that pain, that sadness; to heal with one smile all the years of disappointments and failures of love that had been between us. Anyone who has experienced the death of someone close knows that there are many such thoughts which recur in the weeks which follow. The key, I found, is to forgive. To forgive oneself for one’s smallness, one’s ignorance and selfishness. For, in the end, only the love matters.

As I left my father at the door on the afternoon of my last visit, there was a look in his eyes, a slight watery film, as we stood close. A wild grief gripped my heart for an instant, for I knew that I would never again see alive the one who had given me life and had been my friend through thick and thin. Then there was a calmness and I knew that it was all right. All was well between us. There was nothing left unfinished.

In the twenty-four hours preceding his death and throughout the following days I felt a great and benevolent power guiding the whole process, it had a magical quality. When my stepmother telephoned to say my father was dead, time contracted for me, also, there was no tomorrow. There was only now and I knew that all I had to do was establish contact with the consciousness of the one who had been my father and give him all the help and encouragement I could. There was no grief, but my heart was beating very hard and very fast.

I dashed around to my friend Venerable Ngakpa Chögyam
 who is experienced in the spiritual art of helping dying people disentangle from the body and begin their journey into death. Within forty minutes of my father’s heart attack we were seated in the candlelit stillness of my friend’s meditation room as he began the ancient rite of the Ejection of Consciousness
 according to the tradition of the Bardo Thödrol  (literally Liberation Through Hearing When Suspended in the Space Between), better known as The Tibetan Book of the Dead.
 There before my eyes, my father appeared. He came to me as I remembered him, but diaphanous and floating above me: receding, fading, smiling and waving goodbye. I knew that, whatever happened now, all would be well. He was on his way: released, guided and happy.

The next day I left for London, bearing some sacred objects to go with the corpse into the grave. For the next week I was caught up in flurry of activity which is required in our culture to bring about the disposal of the dead. How very much better it would be if we could stay quietly awhile with our dead; taking adequate time to experience the true reality of the event; confronting the deadness of the corpse and saying an unhurried goodbye. If only we could deal with the corpse ourselves - as the final gesture of responsibility that our love invites. Instead of this we are held separate, caught on a bureaucratic treadmill; meeting with clinical ‘experts’. We are channelled through the hygienic machinery we have constructed in our materialistic fearfulness, to shield us from the impact and futility of the corpse.
 

Nevertheless, something magical was at work and despite my busy-ness, I felt myself to be straddling two worlds: the world of the bureaucratic machine and the magical world through which my father’s spiritual essence was travelling. I felt in almost constant contact with him, and the feeling of love was overwhelming. He was close, and often I found myself smiling.

The whole extraordinary process began the morning I arrived in London. I was standing in the office at Denville Hall when the telephone rang. It was the coroner; a man with a fruitcake voice and kindness in his tone. He explained that a post mortem was necessary. This obsession with establishing a ‘cause’ of death seems to me to be ludicrous; as though by amassing enough statistics and knowing enough ‘causes’, we will one day be able to perhaps cheat death. Not only does this appear preposterous, but it is also a very unwise procedure, to dissect a recently abandoned body, for it may not yet be abandoned by consciousness. Our culture’s abysmal ignorance of the non-physical dimensions of the death process usually prevents us from knowing (or even considering) whether or not consciousness has in fact made its exit. Cessation of breathing and absence of heartbeat do not necessarily indicate actual death; in other words the disengagement of consciousness from the body. Although the body has ceased to function, consciousness has not - indeed never does. The distress and confusion caused to a being who may not as yet have apprehended their death is very real.

However, I knew that the one who had been my father was gone. Only a corpse remained. There were no banners to be waved on this occasion. I told the coroner I wanted to see the corpse before he operated and he agreed. I hurried to the hospital. Only on arrival did the first physical shock hit me. All that remained for me to collect were two plastic bags containing his possessions, which without their owner were quite pathetic in their meaninglessness. All was reduced to the completion of forms and formalities. My composure began to falter. I wanted to wail, to scream, to declare my situation - which is everyone’s situation - to the whole world. Everything was geared up to as little attention as possible to the awesome reality of the event. Everything was neat, controlled, destined to be filed away. Everyone was behaving as though it wasn’t really happening: as though it would never happen to them.

This response intensified as I arrived at the ward, and I broke down. The absence of any vitality, of any colour, of any joy - hushed sterility - were too much for me. A young nurse greeted me kindly and took me into a side room. She offered me tea. “I don’t want any tea,” I responded, “I just want to cry.” How odd, that in the face of death, all we have to offer by way of consolation is a cup of tea, but then, this is England. As I wept, I reached out my hand to hers, seeking the human warmth of another. Her had stayed where it was, her face set in professional concern. The whole situation was clearly beyond the scope of her understanding.

The mortuary was contacted by telephone. On the way to the Chapel of Rest she asked me if I had ever seen a dead body. She clicked into more professional concern and apparent superiority; warning me that he might look a little purple. “Listen,” I explained, “I don’t need him to look pretty, I just want to see him.”  I’ll wait for you out here,” she said, as we approached the door. The Chapel was hidden from view, away in a corner behind the main building. No-one could have possibly found it by accident. “Please don’t wait,” I replied. “I’d like to be alone when I come out.” “I’ll wait,”  she insisted. “What is this? A rule or something?” I remonstrated. “No, but nevertheless, I’ll wait for you.”

I am, of course, aware that for many people the experience of seeing a corpse (especially that of a loved one) may indeed be traumatic and the need for support at such a time could be crucial. Nevertheless, this girl seemed to be out of her depth, unaware of the need to consider individual differences. Trained in all the obvious clinical correctness of the after-death ritual, the possibility of subtler implications were beyond her experience. My approach was as strange to her as if she had been confronted by a dinosaur in the hospital grounds.

Death is real. Death is the only certainty in life. Yet it is from death that people protect themselves at every turn. We have to go beyond this attitude, to meet our fear and go through it. To try to shield ourselves from death - from the fact of a corpse (one day it will be ours) - is to attempt to distance ourselves from the essential fact of our existence, from life. Our conventional approach to death has little to do with respect. It is a cringing obscenity; sentimental, fearful and devoid of true love and regard for the one who has gone. The one who has gone is not the empty carcass they have left behind. The one who has gone lives on in changing form. This we would know if we had not dulled ourselves to the fact by the materialistic habits of avoidance.

The chapel was truly still. As I came from around the screen, I greeted my father as though he was alive. “Hello!” I said aloud. The futility of this was returned to me in the ringing silence. The marble floor, the Lord is my Shepherd stained glass window, the altar with lighted candles and the still, so still, unmoving corpse, swathed to the neck in white - mocked me. There he lay, decorated in his pretty death wraps, with the purple cross and the flimsy gauze around the throat. But this was not my father. This was a shell abandoned to the elements of change. How I longed to tear off the trappings of death and see the body in its naked simplicity.

I gazed in wonder at this mysterious corpse; this marvellous remnant. It seemed as though his eyes might snap open at any moment. I examined the face closely; the slight puffiness around the upper lip, the false teeth immaculately in place and the slight twist of the left nostril, as though he had tried to suck at life’s last breath as he fell. Yet I didn’t touch. There was no point, for we were already in touch.

Dealing with other people’s reactions and the things which my father had left behind was more difficult than the stark fact of his death, which had been made easier and clearer by seeing his corpse. I found that death itself is not sad, dreadful or frightening. It can become these things if we do not understand it. Even in the midst of life we hide from death, placing our hope in a projected ‘tomorrow’, or scurrying into the distraction of memory. We have created too many dark areas around death, too many unknowns.

I found that the things which caused me pain were the thoughts which arose in secrecy surrounding the actual dying and death of my father. Such as - who caught him when he fell in the hospital corridor? Did they handle him gently? Did they undress him respectfully? How long did they let him rest before they took him to the mortuary? Did the attendants chat and joke as they moved the corpse around? Did they know that here was a unique person? That there would never be another like him? How did he look after the coroner had cut into him and after he had been embalmed for the coffin? 

These were the unknowns. These were the intimacies from which I was excluded by the buffer zone of ‘experts’ who handle the final realities of our physical existence. Being excluded from direct contact with our dead is what mystifies the process, lending it an unnatural air. Death itself is only natural. Turning our dead over to experts is what is unnatural. To be fully human we must each surely be an expert in matters of birth and death. To be an expert in these matters is a human right and responsibility and essential to being fully an expert in living.
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� Now Ngak-chang Rinpoche. Since the writing of this article, Ngakpa Chögyam was recognised by his Lama, Chimmed Rigdzin Rinpoche, as the Incarnation of an 18th century Tibetan lama, and the holder of a lineage - the Aro gTer. See www.aroter.org


� Phowa in Tibetan


� See excellent translation and commentary by Chögyam Trungpa and Francesca Fremantle


� The author is well aware of the changes in public awareness around death and dying since the writing of this article. She would refer the interested reader to the website of the Natural Death Centre: www.naturaldeath.org.uk
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