Supernatural Feats of the Yogis (Dr. Grof in 'The Holotropic Mind')
         
         Oriental spiritual literature, particularly Hindu, Buddhist, and Taoist, sug-
        gests that in advanced stages of their spiritual practice adepts often develop
         extraordinary abilities, some of them clearly belonging to the realm of the
         supernatural and miraculous. Among these capacities is an extraordinary
         mastery of physiological functions that are normally governed by the auto-
         nomic nervous system and believed by Western neurophysiologists to be
         quite beyond our conscious control. Indian yogis have been able to inter-
         rupt arterial and venous bleeding, stop their hearts, live without food, and
         even survive without oxygen. Himalayan hermits have been able to medi-
         tate for prolonged periods of time while sitting naked in ice and snow. The
         Tibetan Tantric exercise known as Turn-mo can produce within a short
         time span an astonishing increase of body temperature. A practitioner of
         this method can sit in ice and snow and develop so much body heat that it
         is sufficient to dry wet sheets.
            Like the reports about firewalking, descriptions of similar feats used to
         be taken with a grain of salt by Western scientists, in spite of the fact that
         Indian researchers had published studies confirming many of these claims.
         In the last two decades, however, important experiments in this area were
         conducted in the West and reported by scientists with impressive creden-
         tials. Some of the best studies of this kind originated in the laboratories  of 
         the prestigious Menninger Foundation in Topeka, Kansas. In the early
         1970s, doctors Elmer and Alyce Green working at Menninger’s began to ex-
         amine these ancient claims and to measure and document the effects of
         spiritual practices. Their research represents a unique combination of deep
         knowledge of the transpersonal realm, sophisticated electronic equipment,
         and rigorous Western research techniques.
            One of the first subjects of the Greens was an Indian yogi Swami
         Rama. He was able to produce within a few minutes and under laboratory
         conditions a temperature difference of eleven degrees Fahrenheit between
         two thermistors attached to the left and right sides of his palm. In other
         tests focusing on his cardiovascular system, Swami Rama was able to slow
         his heart rate from 93 beats per minute down to the low 60s in a matter of
         seconds. In a particularly dramatic test, he actually stopped the flow of
         blood through his heart by producing an atrial flutter of about 306 beats
         per minute, lasting for sixteen seconds. Immediately after the experiment,
         the Swami’s heart rate returned to normal and he was fully alert, laughing
         and joking with the researchers. In addition to controlling the heart rate,
         blood flow, and body temperature at will, Swami Rama performed a num-
         ber of other feats for the Greens’s research staff.
            In one highly controlled experiment, where he was draped and masked
         so that there could be no question of his using his breath to accomplish
         this feat, he was able to move a compass-like device that was several feet
         away from him by using only the power of his mind. He repeated this ex-
         periment twice, moving the object ten degrees on its axis every time.
         Swami Rama was also able to produce cysts in the large muscles of his
         body within a matter of seconds and have them disappear in about the
         same time. One of them was excised and medically validated. The Swami
         claimed that the “soft tissue” of the body was very easy to manipulate and
         that tumors could be produced and made to disappear by the power of the
         mind. At a demonstration in Chicago, he was able to make the subtle en-
         ergy of his chakras visible to the audience; several Polaroid photos by ob-
         servers documented this phenomenon.
            The Greens’s research at the Menninger Foundation has continued
         over the past two decades and has by now included hundreds of subjects,
         ranging from Indian medicine men like Rolling Thunder to a number of
         Eastern spiritual teachers. The “Western yogi” Jack Schwarz from Oregon,
         besides demonstrating his ability to accurately diagnose medical condi-
         tions by reading the patients’ auras, showed an amazing capacity to con-
         trol his brain wave activity, blood flow, and healing processes. The Greens’s
         investigations in this area contributed to the development of biofeedback
         techniques that have helped thousands of people get permanent relief from
         migraine headaches, certain types of disorders of the circulatory system in-
         cluding high blood pressure, and even epilepsy.
            The possibility of controlling many involuntary functions (in medicine
         it is now called biofeedback training) has now been accepted by Western
         science. As a result, scientists no longer think of this phenomenon as im-
         possible but discuss it in the context of the medical model—with the ex-
         ception of some extreme forms, such as living without food and oxygen,
         where the skepticism remains. However, other claims of supernatural pow-
         ers (siddhis) exercised by the yogis continue to challenge traditional sci-
         ence. These include the ability to materialize and dematerialize various
         objects and even one’s own body, move physical objects by the power of
         one’s mind, project oneself to remote locations at will, appear in two places
         at the same time (bilocation), and levitation. The existence of such seem-
         ingly impossible phenomena remains to be confirmed or refuted by future
         research. However, in view of the discoveries in quantum physics concern-
         ing the relationship between consciousness and matter, even these no
         longer appear to be as preposterous as they once were.
