SPC History Video—Fall 2005

Interview with Angus MacDonald

Interviewed by Andy Mager

Angus:  My name is Angus MacDonald. 

Andy:  And what’s your address?

Angus:  I live at 208 Strong Avenue, Syracuse.

**BREAK**

Andy:  So Angus let’s start out by talking a little bit about your background.  Are you a native of Syracuse, or?

Angus:  I was born in Buffalo New York.

Andy:  And when did you come to Syracuse?

Angus:  I think about 1929, well 1929 or 1930.

Andy:  And when did you first become involved with the Peace Council?

Angus:  Well, uh, the first time I became seriously involved in the Peace Council was 1884.

Andy:  1984.

Angus: 1984.  I’m not quite that old.

Andy:  I didn’t think so. And what about, um… I know you had some earlier… while you weren’t active, you had some connection much earlier.  When did you first hear about the Peace Council?

Angus: I think probably at the time they first passed the Selective Service Law before World War II.  

Andy:  Uh huh, okay.

Angus:  No wait a minute, I’m sorry.  I mimeographed one of the first copies of the Syracuse Peace Newsletter.  It was given to me by Norman Whitney, one of the founders of the Peace Council.  A professor and I believe a Quaker.

Andy:  So you did the mimeographing as a volunteer?  Or was it other work that you did?

Angus:  I was working for the Syracuse Council of Churches at the time.

Andy:  Okay and so the Peace Newsletter was mimeographed by the Council of Churches.  And was that late 30’s, do you think?

Angus:  I think it probably was.

Andy:  Okay great.  What was your perception about the Peace Council at that time?  So you weren’t involved, but you knew something about it.

Angus:  Well, I knew very little about it, but I really respected their goal and their dedication.

Andy:  Great.  And did you have any preconceived notions about the Peace Council, before you got involved?

Angus:  No, I was almost completely ignorant.

Andy:  Okay and what led you to get involved then many, many years later, decades after you had initially had some contact?

Angus:  Well… uh… I felt that peace was the overriding necessity of the world for keeping the human race alive for a little more, for a little longer.

Andy:  Is there any high point or particular moment of your involvement with the Peace Council that you feel particularly proud of or felt really inspire you?

Angus:  I remember their attempts to stop the production of nuclear weapons and to stop the building of nuclear power plants and, again, I saw these as deadly enemies of the human race.

Andy:  And so you felt that that work was so compelling that it was important that the Peace Council be doing it?

Angus:  Yes.  But also, oh… yeah okay.

Andy:  Don’t hesitate to elaborate.  The video, the final video is short that doesn’t mean we want you to… so.  What are some successes that you’ve seen through your involvement with the Peace Council?

Angus:  Some of the?

Andy:  The successes, things that, you know, either things changed or the Peace Council did a particularly good job of certain projects or?

Angus:  Yeah, the main involvement I had with the Peace Council, most of the time, was working with the Editorial Committee of the Peace Newsletter.  I also was a distributor to the various people who saw that the Newsletter got to a lot of neighborhoods and organizations.  I can’t point to any particular successes, certainly no personal achievement.  I loved the durability and the dedication of the people at the Peace Council.  They were always broke and they never stopped living and working.  They kept the Peace Newsletter going through thick and thin.  They had vigils.  They had demonstrations.  They were a small organization, but very much alive.  And I think definitely noticed, I think the Syracuse Peace Council from the day of its birth in… let’s see… was it 1936?

Andy:  Yup.

Angus:  1936 was something that the community and the world could not ignore.  If we’re talking about successes, the fact that the Peace Council is alive, functioning and enthusiastic after… is it 69 years now?  Yeah.

Andy:  Un huh.

Angus:  After 69 years of nonviolent struggle, I think that that is a tremendous success.  And the fact that they could not be ignored, even though they were small.  They spoke the truth uncomfortably and determinably and that is what they’re going on doing now.

Andy:  Well great. Do you have any thoughts about why the Syracuse Peace Council has lasted all these years, when other groups have come and gone?

Angus:  The personnel have changed but the spirit remains.  I remember when John Maddas, Chris Murray.  John Maddas, Karen Beatle were good and were moving spirits and organizers.  I remember Chris a brilliant writer, a towering spirit and a great leader.  And they and the people they inspired were captured and captivated by the necessity of promoting peace against all odds, in all situations.

Andy:  Thanks.  How has your involvement with the Peace Council affected you and your life?

Angus:  It gave me something much larger and more durable and more valuable than myself to concentrate on.  And was a sort of guiding principle in its work to me.

Andy:  Have there been any disappointments for you in your work with the Peace Council, sort of missed opportunities, or?

Angus:  The war in Iraq took place and is going on.  Our arsenal of atomic weapons remains in tact.  And the present administration’s right to add new weapons, new nuclear weapons to it.  There are very powerful anti-democratic groups, trends that people have been going with, but again these are not just the Peace Council’s disappointments and lack of success, they are the world’s disappointments and unsuccesses.  The people of good will are constantly being bombarded with complete falsehoods designed to terrorize them and to allow the antidemocratic forces to take away their rights, guaranteed under the constitution, for illusory security and they, the majority of people, have not figured this out, have not realized who their actual opponents are as far as peace, justice and the continued existence of the human race is concerned.  And I think the Peace Council has done its best and I don’t think by any means it’s lost, but these are what you’d call disappointments, unsuccessess.  But, I also believe that the Peace Council must continue and enlarge its work and believe that truth will triumph in the end and become the guiding and principle of our government.  To say that today is to many people kind of hopeless, but I am not hopeless.  I believe… [laughs] I remember an old jingle from my childhood, ‘truth crushed to earth will rise again the eternal ears of good are hers but there are wounded rise in pain and dies among her worshipers.’  I think the necessity of absorbing and making the truth the guiding principle to our actions is going to be finally victorious, nonviolently victorious.

Andy:  Okay.  Great.  Do you consider yourself as continuing to work with SPC?  I know you’re… it’s harder for you to get out and about now, but you’ve talked about the Peace Council in a third person kind of way, is that because you feel like, you don’t feel able to participate as much as you have in the past?

Angus:  Well, I haven’t participated as much as I had in the past, a number of reasons being deaf and legally blind and unable to transport myself.  I gave up my driver’s license in 1998 and I think every other driver on the road heaved a sigh of relief, but I want to help and take part in the Peace Council as much as my limitations permit me.  I remain in my heart a very full fledged, active member.

Andy:  Why do you think it’s important for people to get involved in organizations like the Peace Council and other efforts for peace and social justice?

Angus:  Right now is a defensive, offensive situation.  We face a group which is aiding and ruthless global empire, ruled by a representative of the banks and corporations and having no nurturing attitude towards the world in general and the rest of the human race and I think of survival but again what I’m thinking of is that the Peace Council, while it is not violent, dedicatedly nonviolent, they are nevertheless dedicated to bringing about an economic system and a social system which better meets the needs of the human race and also values other living things in the environment.  They feel that to have anything which approaches durability the change must be made, but it must be made by nonviolent means.

Andy:  Okay, great.  What would you say to a cynic who says, you know, well being active doesn’t make any difference?

Angus:  To someone who says that the Peace Council doesn’t make any difference?

Andy:  Well, or not so much the Peace Council, but being active, you know, getting involved.  What can I do as an individual?  I can’t do anything so I might as well not be involved.

Angus:  I have friends who tell me all politicians are crooks and they’re all going to take and that the cards of the government are always stacked against us and there’s nothing you can do and you never vote and my answer to them would be, well, are you of 18 years of age or more?  And are you of sound mind?  Well, you’re a politician you’re just not doing your job.  And that by not voting you are voting, by not assuming or acting on your responsibilities you are giving it over to the enemies of democracy and survival.  Inactivity is a form of political action, a very deadening and dangerous form.  I say to them the Syracuse Peace Council is one way you can express your desire for the human race to survive and have a good and peaceful life.  It’s an opportunity you shouldn’t miss.

Andy:  Great.  What are things that you see as being unique about the Peace Council?

Angus:  Pardon.

Andy:  What are things that you might call unique about the Peace Council, compared to other organizations?  What makes the Peace Council unique?

Angus:  It’s durability, it’s dedication, the way it’s members and leaders have been able to correctly understand the movement of events in the world.  The activity, they are always saying something in the Peace Newsletter, they’re always doing something.  Well, there were several times I went to the antiwar vigils that the Peace Council was holding I think it was Thursday afternoons around 4 o’clock at main intersections where there was sure to be a lot of traffic at the rush hour.  Again, this is where I said I can, with my limitations, can take part.  I want to and intend to continue to do this.  Again, the Peace Council is not allowing itself to be ignored, is not allowing its message to go unheard.

**BREAK**

Angus:  I’m awfully sorry, but I’m afraid my memory is not cooperating and I don’t believe I have much beyond what I already told you.

Andy:  One other specific thing I wanted to ask about is I know when I first got involved with the Peace Council, over 20 years ago, you were one of the strongest voices saying that we needed to work harder to link the struggle against racism with our work for peace and I wondered if you had any thoughts about that?  Either thinking back to then or in the current time?

Angus:  I remember this, I remember this and I did take part of it.  I remember going down to the Dunbar Center when it was in a little house on, I believe, on Washington Street and a professor named Fisher, I think, Thomas Fisher was talking a little about racism to about 7 or 8 people and in a very moderate and non confrontational way.  And I remember getting up in the back and saying ‘Black and white, unite and fight!’  Well, this, I guess is one of the places where the Peace Council and our country have achieved an unsuccess.  I think that racism is very strong and the forces against it are not organized enough and strong enough to mobilize and energize both black and white.  But, again it’s a work in progress, it’s unfinished business, it’s not something that has been abandoned by the Peace Council and when… more energy of the Peace Council, more time in its program must be used to overcome racism.  I think this is a very basic task.

Andy:  Anything else that you want to say that I haven’t asked about?

Angus:  Well…I… the Peace Council has given me many of my dearest friends and most valuable memories and for this I am tremendously grateful.
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