Closed conference
to probe traumas
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here are hundreds of these people,

and the stories they tell are strik-

ingly similar, and similarly incredi-

ble: They were abducted by aliens,

taken aboard a spaceship, poked,
examined, sometimes scarred and eventually re-
turned home.

For the most part, they don’t speak publicly
about these memories because of snickers they
invariably elicit. But this weekend, in what may
be the largest gathering ever of UFO abductees
and the scientists and authors who study them,
they will meet at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology to discuss this phenomenon.

Sponsored by an MIT physicist and a Har-
vard psychiatrist, the closed, invitation-only .
conference is neither sanctioned nor endorsed
by MIT, and all participants have signed a
pledge swearing not to divulge what is said
within its four days of sessions.

The meeting is intended to allow abductees
and researchers to compare notes on experi-
ences, how best to conduct such research, and
how to help people troubled by memories they
say they have of being abused by aliens. Be-
cause many of the 150 expected participants
fear for their jobs if word of their involvement
gets out, conference chairman David Pritchard,
an MIT physicist, is trying to keep the whole
thing under wraps.

While there has been talk that some MIT
faculty members are unhappy about the confer-
ence, MIT news office director Kenneth Camp-
bell said yesterday that he was not aware of any
controversy. Until 2V% years ago, Harvard psy-
chiatrist John Mack, cochairman of the closed
meeting, said he was skeptical of the whole idea
of UFO abductions. “I gave it no credence at
all,” he said.

But after interviewing more than 60 people
who say they have been kidnapped and experi-
mented upon by aliens, he said “the information
I've gotten from them is just staggering.” They
tell “very consistent and powerful stories,” he
said.

While the claims of consistency among the
stories told by abduct~es convince some people,
others give it little credence. MIT physics pro-
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fessor Philip Morrison, a leading advocate of a
scientific search for extraterrestrial life, said
humans live in the same cultural milieu and
added he finds the reports of independently
gathered accounts bearing striking similarities
“a very faint argument indeed. . . . I would find
it very far from being evidence that there’s
something out there.”

Most abduction stories are similar to the one
told by Pat, a pseudonym. Pat said she was ly-
ing on her bed several years ago when she be-

came aware of a blue beam of light in her room. -

She went outside and saw police cruisers at a

nearby lot. That's when she found herself trans-

ported upward into a UFO, where she was ex-
amined on a table, her eye was cut with a knife,
and she observed alien beings and children who
appeared to be half-alien, half-human.

Clearly shaken by her recollections of the
experience, which she remembered years later
through hypnosis, she said during a recent ap-
pearance on the talk show “Nighttalk with Jane
Whitney” that “I wish I could be a disbeliever.”

“This is not like seeing Elvis at the K mart,”
Pat said defensively on the Whitney show. But,
she said, her accounts and those of other abduc-
tees are typically greeted with snickers, making
them feel they have been victimized twice. It
was the anguish of people such as Pat that
caught Mack's interest. While not claiming to be
able to say what actually happened to these peo-
ple, Mack said in an interview that he is con-
vinced they are victims of a real trauma who
need help and understanding.

Others think, however, it is the very people
doing the “investigations” who are inducing the
traumas, and that it's a dangerous business.
James Obeg, a Houston-based aerospace engi-
neer, author and UFO debunker said in an in-

‘terview that he has heard of “complaints from
people who need further counselling after they
feel their memories have been screwed-up by
these people.”

Mack, founder of the department of psychia
try at Cambridge Hospital, said he was a skep-

"~ tic himself until he met Budd Hopkins, author
* of “Intruders,” a book that set off the current

furor of interest in the subject. As he listened t

" Hopkins’ accounts of people from all over the

eountry who told similar stories, he said, his
opinion changed.

What seems to have struck Mack, Hopkins
and others who are convinced there is some-
thing to the accounts is the similarity of details
in stories told by people from different parts of
the country and different walks of life who have
apparently had no prior contact.

But what kind of trauma? Many scientists
and mental health professionals are willing to
believe these people have indeed experienced
something traumatic. But some think there may
be more mundane explanations - dimly remem-
bered childhood sexual abuse, for example.

" ' Like such cases, the abductees typically re-

‘member their experiences only years later, with

great difficulty, and the memories tend to cen-
ter on sexual “examinations” or reproductive

experiments performed by the aliens. Many of
the victims said they felt humiliated, and retain

" an intense hatred of their abductors.

Mack discounts the comparison, saying that
“trauma doesn’t work that way.” He said the ab
ductees relate many precise details of their ex-
periences, including descriptions of the interior
of the spacecraft and the kinds of instruments
used to examine them. “You get 10 fundamental
features” that are consistent among stories told
by many of these people, he said, and an inter-
pretation of childhood abuse “may be consistent
with three or four.”

The one thing almost everyone agrees on, in
this highly polarized subject, is that the abduc-
tees, while sane and normal people, are very
troubled by their experiences. But there is
much disagreement on the best way to help.”

Mack said the people he has talked to have
found little help from other psychiatrists, and
have been deeply troubled until they found
someone who would believe their accounts. Part
of his rationale for holding this conference, he
said, was that mental health clinicians need to
be familiar with a condition that causes so much
anguish among their potential patients or cli
ents.



