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■ COLD OPEN

There is a question that has followed every single human being who has ever lived. It

followed the pharaohs into their pyramids and the monks into their silent cells. It followed

the soldiers into the trenches and the poets onto their deathbeds. It has been whispered

in a thousand languages, carved into stone, painted onto cave walls, wept over in

hospital corridors in the middle of the night.

The question is four words long. And you already know it.

What happens after we die?

Tonight, we are going to sit with that question together. Not to frighten you. Not to

comfort you with easy answers. But to look at it honestly — through the lens of science,

through the wisdom of philosophy, through the strange and beautiful things that real

human beings have reported from the edges of death — and see what we find.

Because I believe that how we think about death changes everything about how we live.

And that the question itself — far from being morbid — is one of the most life-giving

questions a human being can ask.

I’m Daniel Ashford. And this is The Last Country.

■ PART 1 — WHAT THE BODY DOES

Let us begin with the physical. With the body. Because science has actually mapped this

journey with remarkable precision, and what it reveals is not grim — it is, in a strange

and unexpected way, almost… generous.

In the final hours, the brain begins to release its grip on the ordinary world. The

prefrontal cortex — the part of you that plans, worries, manages your calendar,

remembers your to-do list — gradually goes quiet. And as it does, something else rises.

Something older. Deeper. The limbic brain, the ancient emotional core, comes forward.



Many people in their final hours report a profound sense of peace. Not a forced peace,

not the peace of exhaustion, but something they describe as oceanic. Boundless. As

though the walls of the self were gently dissolving.

The body, it turns out, has been preparing for this moment for as long as

it has been alive. It knows what to do. And what it does, in the end, is let

go.

After the last breath, the body does not simply stop. It transforms. Every atom that made

you — the carbon in your bones, the iron in your blood, the calcium that held your

skeleton upright — every single atom returns. Returns to the soil, to the water, to the air.

Returns, eventually, to the cycle of stars.

The physicist Richard Feynman once said that when you look at a glass of wine, you are

looking at the entire universe. The atoms in that glass were forged in the heart of dying

stars billions of years ago. And the atoms in your body — in your hands right now, in

your lungs as you breathe — have the same origin. You are, quite literally, made of dead

stars. And when you die, you will become the material of something new.

In science, nothing is created and nothing is destroyed. Energy only

changes form. Which means that in the most fundamental physical

sense, you have never not existed. And you will never entirely cease to

exist. The form will change. But the matter — the irreducible stuff of you

— will go on.

“The nitrogen in our DNA, the calcium in our teeth, the iron in

our blood, the carbon in our apple pies were made in the

interiors of collapsing stars. We are made of star stuff.” — Carl

Sagan

■ PART 2 — THE PEOPLE WHO CAME BACK

But science does not only speak of atoms and energy. It also speaks of something far

stranger. Something that has forced even the most rigorous researchers to pause, put

down their clipboards, and simply… wonder.



In 2014, the University of Southampton published the largest ever scientific study of

near-death experiences — over two thousand cardiac arrest patients, across fifteen

hospitals, in three countries. What they found was that a significant number of patients,

after their hearts had stopped and their brains had gone clinically silent, reported

experiences of extraordinary clarity and vividness. Not dreams. Not hallucinations.

Something different.

They reported floating above their own bodies and watching the resuscitation from

above — describing conversations, instruments, and details they had no physical way of

knowing. They reported moving through a darkness that was not frightening but felt

like… travelling. Like passage. Like a corridor leading somewhere.

They reported light. Almost all of them reported light — not the harsh

white of a hospital ceiling, but a warm, golden, all-encompassing light

that seemed to carry within it something they could only call love. Not a

person’s love. Not a familiar love. Something larger. Something that felt,

they said, like being recognised. Like being completely and utterly

known, and loved regardless.

And the most consistent thing — the thread that runs through nearly every near-death

account across every culture, every religion, every century — is this: they did not want to

come back. Not because they were in despair. But because wherever they were, it felt

more real than anything they had ever experienced in life. More vivid. More true. As

though their ordinary lives had been a slightly blurred photograph, and what they

glimpsed in that moment was the original.

Now — science does not know what to make of this. That honesty matters. These are

not proof of an afterlife. They may be the brain’s last great performance, flooding itself

with endorphins and DMT as the curtain falls. We do not know. But they are real

experiences, reported by real people, with a consistency so striking that even the most

committed materialist researchers have found themselves speaking in hushed tones.

Something happens at the edge. We just do not yet have the language —

or perhaps the instruments — to say exactly what.

■ PART 3 — WHAT THE PHILOSOPHERS SAY



Philosophy has been circling this question for as long as human beings have been

capable of thought. And across the centuries, across the wildly different cultures and

worldviews, a few answers have risen to the surface — not as certainties, but as

possibilities so luminous that they have given comfort and courage to billions of people.

Socrates, in his final hours — condemned to death, surrounded by weeping friends —

was calm. Radiant, even. He had spent his life thinking about death, and he had reached

a conclusion that gave him peace. Either death is a dreamless sleep, he said — and

what is more restful than a dreamless sleep? Or it is a passage to another place, where

all the great souls of history are gathered, and where the conversation never ends.

Either way, he told his friends, there is nothing to fear.

The Epicureans had a more radical answer. Epicurus wrote simply: “Where death is, I

am not. Where I am, death is not. Therefore death is nothing to me.” His argument was

clean and cold and strangely liberating. You were not here before you were born, and

that did not trouble you. You will not be here after you die, and that, too, need not trouble

you. The nothingness is not experienced. It is simply… the end of experience.

The Stoics agreed in spirit, but added something warmer. Marcus Aurelius, the emperor

who had seen more death than most, wrote in his private journal: “Do not fear death.

Only fear never having truly lived.” For the Stoics, the question of what comes after was

less important than the question of what you did while you were here. Death was not the

enemy. Wasted life was.

And then there is the Eastern tradition. The Buddhists do not see death

as an ending at all, but as a dissolution — the river returning to the

ocean. The individual self, they say, is like a wave. It rises, it moves, it is

real and beautiful and particular — and then it falls back into the water

from which it was never truly separate. The wave does not die. It simply

stops being a wave.

The Hindus speak of the Atman — the unchanging soul within the changing self —

passing from body to body the way a person changes worn-out clothes. The body is

temporary. The soul is ancient. The soul has always been here, and will continue.



And across every tradition — from the Sufi mystics who spoke of death as returning to

the beloved, to the Indigenous traditions that see death as joining the ancestors who are

always near — the same note sounds. Death is not a wall. It is a door. And on the other

side of the door, something continues.

“Die before you die— and discover there is no death.” — Rumi

■ PART 4 — THE GIFT THAT DEATH GIVES THE LIVING

But I want to turn the question around now. Because I think the most extraordinary thing

about death is not what it does to the person who dies. It is what it does to the people

who remain.

There is a field of psychology called Terror Management Theory. It was developed in the

1980s by researchers who asked a simple question: if human beings are aware that they

will die, and if that awareness causes anxiety, how do we function at all? How do we get

up in the morning, fall in love, plant gardens, write symphonies, raise children —

knowing all the while that it will end?

Their answer was unexpected. The awareness of death, they found, does not merely

terrify us. It also ennobles us. It is the engine behind almost everything we create. The

pyramids were built because humans knew they would die. So were the cathedrals. So

was the music of Bach. So was every poem ever written, every child ever loved with

ferocious tenderness, every sunset ever watched with the whole heart.

We make meaning because we are mortal. We love fiercely because we

know that time is short. The very thing that frightens us is the same

thing that makes us reach for each other in the dark.

The philosopher Martin Heidegger called death our “ownmost possibility.” He meant that

death is the one experience that is absolutely, entirely yours. No one can do it for you.

No one can trade places with you. And because of that, it is also the experience that

most purely clarifies who you are — what you value, what you love, what you are doing

here.

Many people who have faced death — through illness, through accident, through war —

report the same transformation. The trivial falls away instantly, like dead leaves in wind.



What remains is very simple. The faces of the people you love. The feeling of sunlight. A

good meal. A real conversation. Laughter. Being known by someone who truly sees you.

Death is, in the end, a great editor. It removes everything that was never

essential, and leaves only what was always true.

■ PART 5 — WHAT I BELIEVE

I want to do something now that podcast hosts rarely do. I want to tell you what I actually

believe. Not as certainty. Not as theology. But as the private conclusion of someone who

has thought about this question for a long time, who has sat beside dying people, who

has held the hands of the grieving, who has read the scientists and the mystics and the

philosophers and come away with something.

I believe that consciousness is more mysterious than we currently understand. I believe

that the brain produces conscious experience the way a radio produces music — but

that the music is not inside the radio. When the radio breaks, the music does not

necessarily end. It simply can no longer be heard in that particular form.

I believe that love does something that death cannot fully undo. That the

people we have loved and lost are not simply gone — they live in the

architecture of who we are. In our gestures, our habits, the words we

reach for. My grandmother has been dead for eleven years. But I hear

her voice in my own voice. I see her hands when I look at mine. She is

not here. And she has never entirely left.

And I believe — though I hold this lightly, the way you hold a butterfly, not squeezing —

that whatever we are at the deepest level, whatever that irreducible spark is that makes

you you and not anyone else, is not the kind of thing that simply switches off. That the

universe, which spent fourteen billion years producing something capable of asking this

question, does not waste that kind of effort.

But I do not know. No one knows. And perhaps that is the point. Perhaps the

not-knowing is itself a kind of invitation — to live more fully, to hold more gently, to love

more bravely, in the beautiful uncertainty of being alive.



■ CLOSING

Shakespeare called death “the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller

returns.” That is why I named this podcast The Last Country. Because it is the one

destination every single one of us is travelling toward — slowly or quickly, knowingly or

not — and the one place we have never been able to send a postcard from.

But here is what I want to leave you with. Not fear. Not certainty. Just this:

You are alive right now. This moment, as you listen, is real and irreplaceable and will

never come again in quite this form. The air in your lungs is the same air that has passed

through ten thousand years of human lungs before yours. The light reaching your eyes

has travelled ninety-three million miles to find you. And somewhere in your chest, a heart

that you did nothing to deserve is beating for you, without being asked, faithfully, right

now.

Death is real. And so is this. And perhaps the only response adequate to

both is the same response — to pay attention. To be here. To let the

people you love know that you love them, while there is still time to say

it out loud.

I’m Daniel Ashford. This has been The Last Country.

Episode Two is called: “Grief — The Price of Love.” I will see you there.

Until then — live as though it matters. Because it does.
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