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Hundreds of Iraq and Af-
ghanistan veterans with post-
traumatic stress have recently 
contacted a husband-and-wife 
team who work out of their 
home in suburban South Car-
olina to seek help. Many are 
desperate, pleading for treat-
ment and willing to travel to 
get it.

The soldiers have no in-
terest in traditional talking 
cures or prescription drugs 
that have given them little 
relief. They are lining up to 
try an alternative: MDMA, 
better known as Ecstasy, a 
party drug that surfaced in 
the 1980s and ‘90s that can 
induce pulses of euphoria and 
a radiating affection.

Government regulators 
criminalized the drug in 
1985, placing it on a list of 

prohibited substances that in-
cludes heroin and LSD. But in 
recent years, regulators have 
licensed a small number of 
labs to produce MDMA for 
research purposes.

“I feel survivor’s guilt, 
both for coming back from 
Iraq alive and now for having 
had a chance to do this thera-
py,” said Anthony, a 25-year-
old living near Charleston, 
S.C., who asked that his last 
name not be used because of 
the stigma of taking the drug. 
“I’m a different person be-
cause of it.”

In a paper posted online 
Tuesday by the Journal of 
Psychopharmacology, Michael 
and Ann Mithoefer, the hus-
band-and-wife team offering 
the treatment — which com-
bines psychotherapy with a 
dose of MDMA — write that 
they found 15 of 21 people 

who recovered from severe 
post-traumatic stress in the 
therapy in the early 2000s 
reported minor to virtually 
no symptoms today. Many 
said they have received other 
kinds of therapy since then, 
but not with MDMA.

The Mithoefers — he is 
a psychiatrist and she is a 
nurse — collaborated on the 
study with researchers at the 
Medical University of South 
Carolina and the non-profit 
Multidisciplinary Association 
for Psychedelic Studies.

The patients in this group 
included mostly rape victims, 
and experts familiar with the 
work cautioned that it was 
preliminary, based on small 
numbers, and its applicabil-
ity to war trauma entirely un-
known. A spokeswoman for 
the Defense Department said 
the military was not involved 
in any research of MDMA.

But given the scarcity of 

good treatments for post-
traumatic stress, “there is a 
tremendous need to study 
novel medications,” includ-
ing MDMA, said Dr. John 
H. Krystal, chairman of psy-
chiatry at the Yale School of 
Medicine.

The study is the first long-
term test to suggest that psy-
chiatrists’ tentative interest 
in hallucinogens and other 
recreational drugs — which 
have been taboo since the 
1960s — could pay off. And 
news that the Mithoefers are 
beginning to test the drug in 
veterans is out, in the mili-
tary press and on veterans’ 
blogs. “We’ve had more than 
250 vets call us,” Mithoefer 
said. “There’s a long waiting 
list, we wish we could enroll 
them all.”

The couple, working with 
other researchers, will treat 
no more than 24 veterans 
with the therapy, following 

Food and Drug Administra-
tion protocols for testing an 
experimental drug; MDMA is 
not approved for any medical 
uses.

In interviews, two people 
who have had the therapy — 
one, Anthony, currently in the 
veterans study, and another 
who received the therapy 
independently — said that 
MDMA produced a mental 
sweet spot that allowed them 
to feel and talk about their 
trauma without being over-
whelmed by it.

“It changed my perspec-
tive on the entire experience 
of working at ground zero,” 
said Patrick, a 46-year-old 
living in San Francisco, who 
worked long hours in the rub-
ble after the Sept. 11, 2001, 
attacks searching in vain for 
survivors, as desperate family 
members of the victims looked 
on, pleading for information. 
“At times I had this beautiful, 

peaceful feeling down in the 
pit, that I had a purpose, that 
I was doing what I needed 
to be doing. And I began in 
therapy to identify with that,” 
rather than the guilt and sad-
ness.

The Mithoefers administer 
the MDMA in two doses over 
one long therapy session, which 
comes after a series of weekly 
non-drug sessions to prepare. 
Three to five weeks later, they 
perform another drug-assisted 
session; and again, patients 
engage in 90-minute non-drug 
therapy before and after, once 
each week.

Most have found that their 
score on a standard measure 
of symptoms — general anxi-
ety, hyperarousal, depression, 
nightmares — drops about 
75 percent. That is more than 
twice the relief experienced 
by people who get psycho-
therapy without MDMA, the 
Mithoefers said.
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At a dinner late last week in Hingham, Mass., politics was a main topic for Anne Brennan, right, 
and from left, brother-in-law Steve Marshall; niece Rebecca Malone and her husband, Brian 
Malone; and nephew Andrew Marshall.
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Ah, Thanksgiving. A little 
turkey, some cranberry mold, 
maybe apple pie with ice 
cream, some football on TV. 
Getting together with the 
cousins. Catching up beside 
the fire. Togetherness.

On second thought: Scratch 
that. What were we thinking? 
This was an election year.

“The Thanksgiving table 
will be a battleground,” says 
Andrew Marshall, 34, of 
Quincy, Mass.

Like many extended fami-
lies across the country, Mar-
shall’s includes Democrats 
and Republicans, conserva-
tives and liberals. And so, 
like many families that count 
both red and blue voters in 
their ranks, they’re expecting 
fireworks. Things had already 
gotten so bad on Facebook, 
the family had to ban political 
banter.

“It was getting brutal,” 
says Marshall.

And now, it will all play 

out in person. In this family, 
the older generation is more 
liberal, the younger more con-
servative. So Andrew, a Re-
publican, particularly expects 
friction with his aunt, Anne 
Brennan, 57. “She firmly be-
lieves in what she believes 
in, and we’ll go head to head 
with it,” he says.

As for Brennan, she’s 
looking on the bright side: 
the wine they’ll drink. “You 
always bring a good bottle,” 
she told Andrew at a family 
dinner a few days ago — per-
haps softening him up for the 
holiday. No dice. “What are 
you talking about?” Andrew 
replied. “The wine just ampli-
fies it.”

But the Marshalls seem to 
be relishing the occasion. Not 
so the Davidson family in Ala-
bama.

In fact, things have gotten 
so tense over politics between 
Brian Davidson, a 40-year-old 
attorney in Helena, and his 
father, 130 miles away in Rus-
sellville, that they’ve changed 

plans, forgoing their usual 
gathering.

“We’re not even going,” 
says Brian, who voted for Ba-
rack Obama, and describes his 
father as “a little to the right 
of Glenn Beck.” Better to skip 
this one, he says, than suffer 
“a non-recoverable blowup.”

Davidson, a Boy Scout 
leader and the father of two 
school-age sons, once was 
firmly conservative, even serv-
ing as an officer in the Young 
Republicans Club at the Uni-
versity of North Alabama. His 
parents — particularly Dad 
— always taught him and 
his brother to think for them-
selves, he says.

And so he did. Davidson 
eventually realized he no lon-
ger fit in with the Republican 
Party, which he saw as mov-

POLITICS ON 
HOLIDAY MENU
Election will take a seat at many Thanksgiving meals

By Jocelyn Noveck
Associated Press

See POLITICS, A21

Coupons  Inserts
Bargains  Sales

*Inserts may vary by zip code.
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