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Interview with Bill Griffin

Interviewed by Rae Kramer

Hi Bill.

Bill G: Good  morning.

Can you tell us your name, and where you are from, and how you became involved with the Syracuse Peace Council?

Bill G: Yeah I’m Bill Griffin, I live right on Song Lake in the Preble/ Tully area.  I really can’t remember when I wasn’t involved in the Syracuse Peace Council, I know back in the, probably in the 1950s or the 1960s.  When I first got involved it was called the American Friends Service Committee, the Quaker group, and we worked a lot together, and the memory kind of blends and sometimes I don’t remember if something I'm remembering is the Quaker group and some the Syracuse  Peace Council but somewhere in the early 1960s probably.  Kennedy’s ban, nuclear ban above ground was on of the issues, the House on un-American Activities Committee, Congressman Taber, that goes back to 50s and sometime in there became involved with the Syracuse Peace Council.  

Any recollection of any preconceived notions you might have had about the Syracuse Peace Council, and if so did they materialize or not? 

Bill G: No, I probably remember that the Peace Council had been around for awhile, and that was in the 1950s or 1960s, so I was impressed with the longevity of it and even more impressed now as we reach our 70th,  but no, no I had no preconceived notions.  I was just used to working with local, regional, and national groups for peace and social justice and everything that I knew about the Peace Council and when I got involved was all positive to reinforce.

Was there a specific issue or campaign associated with your first connection with the Peace Council? 

Bill G: I believe it was civil rights.   I know I worked with Chris Powell on inner city projects at the time, I was also involved in Tennessee/Mississippi civil rights and so it was probably in connection with those two areas and moving into the Vietnam war 

Can you tell us about a high point of your involvement with the Peace Council? 

Bill G: I remember talking sometimes to my students about high points and memories and so forth. I always had a very positive released feeling when I was getting arrested, which may sound, it was at a time when the government would push and we would push back and  exhaust most areas and then commit civil disobedience.  And being involved and with the camaraderie of people in the Peace Council and feeling that you were making a difference and feeling a release that you spoke to power, you did as much as you could at that particular time.  So kinda run those together in my mind, as high points. 

Can you speak about successes in your mind? When you think about the Peace Council?

Bill G: Well I think looking at the long term, the success I think we have to observe that things could’ve been so much worse if the Peace Council and other groups weren’t there. So I think we've always act the same way we're supposed to have, as a series with checks and balances, and the which  government doesn’t always work I think were a check on...(tape interrupted, recording stopped , then began again)
We were speaking about successes and you were talking about the role of the Peace Council and the fact that its existence is important and using the example of a check and balance.  Please speak about that some more.  

Bill G: I think we have to realize and imagine what the consequences would have been if, after the numerous invasions, the show of power, the denial of social justice, if the Peace Council and other groups hadn’t been there, if the government and corporations, whoever was transgressing, had unbridled power, and  wasn’t checked.  So in the same way we have a check and balance system for the government, which doesn’t work obviously the way it should, I think the Peace Council works as a check on abuse of power, speaks for those who are relatively voiceless and for all of that we have to give thanks. 

How has your involvement in the Peace Council affected you?

Bill G: Its kept me going- as my good friend Angus says it charges my batteries.  When you have emotional set backs and feeling tinges of powerlessness you remember that  there are others, other  people, colleagues, that are working on this and if you slow down and you're having a bad time you have this image of the Peace Council the, of the workers there, and all of the participants in this anyways, and this kind of buoys me up anyways. 

Have there been any disappointments in your connection, involvement with the Peace Council?

Bill G: The disappointments couldn’t be laid on to the Peace Council.  The disappointments are usually on people in positions of power that have let us all down. But I am truly amazed at the unselfish and the tireless efforts of the Peace Council staff, certainly and the peace council members who many times have not seen what we would call a victory.  But keeping at it, being persistent, and so I rarely have negative feelings toward the Peace Council

And why do you continue to work with the Peace Council?

Bill G: I can't think of any more important activity or commitment than trying to think of substitutions for organized violence which is what war is.  Whether its declared war or other war and I can't think of any more noble, inspiring activity than working for those that are relatively powerless and trying to give them a voice, and trying to right injustices and so this, to me, gives meaning to my life and to see it in the faces and activities of others in the Peace Council, I've always celebrated that. 

When you ran for public office, was the Peace Council part of that process?

Bill G: Oh yes.

Can you speak about that a little bit?

Bill G: Yes.  Because it was more than  just are we going to back a political candidate and the two times I ran, in 1968 and 1990, the issues then were, there were serious racial problems obviously in 1968 and we were in the middle of the Vietnam war, and so it was very natural for the activities and the organizations of the Peace Council to be around us and so what would be a rally, a demonstration, sometimes civil disobedience, informational  picketing, whatever it was, it was just part of it but this time it  was centered on and we did got more mileage because I was a candidate and so it would be covered more and that was worthwhile and we exploited that somewhat. 

Then in the 90s it was the first gulf war, that was the issue.  So the Peace Council was very instrumental in helping me on this, and because of the inspiration of the Peace Council, myself and about, my wife, my minister, and his wife, and a physician and his wife formed the Cortland County Citizens for Peace and so over the years we've had this nice alliance.  People from the Peace Council come and support the Cortland activities and we have done the same.  I teach at the College of Cortland and so we've had that relationship and that alliance which works very well.  

Can you speak a little bit about your role as an activist and as an educator? How those paths cross?

Bill G: One thing in my mind that I can't separate sometimes with, people that aren't thrilled with what I'm doing and they point out that I'm doing something I shouldn't be teaching, I shouldn't be professing.  I have to say I've had good support from the presidents and people who try to get rid of me, say I didn't deserve to teach.  Education has always been, by my definition, the same as the Latin definition, to expand.  And so the Greeks had a word for it, praxis.  You have the theory, as I teach in class, but you also have an activity, you act on what you do.  And this has been a natural, normal part of my life. If I've served as a role model I'm very happy about that.  

I can remember one time, on one occasion, after being, probably a brief time in jail and after being away from the class and the class walked in and I don't make much of it in class, I go on with it, the students knew about this, and first thing, one of the students from the back of the room came up and from the Monopoly game she had the “get out of jail free” pass.  I've always held on to that since then, and sometimes if I'm around a humorous judge or sheriff or something I'll flash it.  

Why is it important for people to get involved in the work of the Peace Council?

Bill G: Because we need all the help we can get.  We're not, it's not, we're not in a world where you have paid professionals or experts to do this.  We do have paid people, professionals to gather information so we know on what we are acting, but problems are there, the problems are persistent, pervasive, and we have to work on them.  There's simply no other choice.

Why do you think the Peace Council has been able stay in existence as long as it has when so many other groups have come and gone?

Bill G: Well I guess we like to celebrate the chemistry of the staff that we get, with resources that are never as ample as we would like, they still doggedly stay at it and they give of themselves.  I, my observation has been is that we've just been blessed with committed, tireless workers whose reward is certainly not in the expensive realm of extravagant salary or accolades.  We certainly do get some, Carol Baum had a nice recognition the other day, but its just that the staff I think that organizes and inspires the rest of us to keep going.

Is there anything unique about the Peace Council?

Bill G: I'm not sure, I mean I've been involved in the council down in Cortland and some others regionally, I suppose the uniqueness would be the longevity.  So many groups and people burn out and tire and then I guess we don't win the war but we do win some battles and   I do think the Peace Council may be a little bit better at celebrating the victories that we do have, and the Peace Council is, realizes that there are no other alternatives- we have to be there and it would create a vacuum and a void in the city, in the region, and I think most feel that’s not going to happen.  

Have you seen the Peace Council change over the years and if so how?

Bill G: I haven't seen a basic change of commitment and activity. The faces change, I think that they are intelligent, they are always trying to do something, to change for the better, to be more effective and more efficient, I don't sense any change. The faces are different, the signs are different but to me there's a continuity here, which explains the longevity.  

What would you say to someone who says that being active doesn't make any difference?

Bill G: Well I get depressed around those people, so I will try to talk as a missionary and try to disabuse them of that particular view.  But I guess I take the view, if they say it isn't worthwhile, the alternative is even worse.  The alternative to do nothing, then you know you've condemned yourself to a pessimistic position.  I'm not going to do that, I might at times say well, I'm not going to see it in my own time, and then I think in terms of grandchildren, in terms of generations yet unborn and I think the struggle for them and to me that gives meaning to my own life rather than something more pedestrian. 

You brought a bunch of fun stuff to look at.  Is there any one or two that you'd like to show and just describe?

Well these are in the area of artifacts I guess, which I've collected over the years and they were in my study.  They're just reminders of wonderful people I've worked with and gains that we made over the years.  I think someone sent me this, perhaps one of my students, this is an old New York Times from January, 30 1972.  It's when Phil Berrigan was in the famous conspiracy Henry Kissinger accused him of and he was on trial, and Harrisburg, his brother Dan.  I was at a crowd scene in front of the courthouse and this is Peter, of Peter, Paul, and Mary, and this is Blick, one of the organizers of the time, and there’s a profile of me, 30 or 35 years ago. This is Dan Berrigan holding our youngest daughter Amy, Amy Griffen.

This is a nice illustration of how the Peace Council over the years has worked with groups outside our area.  This was an attempt to locate a low level nuclear waste dump in the Cortland County area.  Alleghany County was having the same problem and they were trying to cite it there, so they called for our help.  This is Andy Mager and Kath Buffington was with us, and this is me here, and you'll notice the masks in the background,  and this is the  mask, and the locals there were under the pressure of being identified with civil disobedience, we didn't have that so we were there maskless blockading a bridge at the time.  

I'll do one more thing.

So what is this photo about?

Bill G: This is a nice illustration of the Peace Council being international.  I had one of my campaign workers in 1990, when the gulf war was heating up and Nicaragua and we got this gentlemen here  who owns this Jeep to put the Griffen for Congress sign at the top there on it.  So I heard that Peace Council and Griffen carried Nicaragua in that particular election, so that’s international, or maybe the last thing, to close, which is the many sets of handcuffs that I got.  

I was constrained at Griffiss Air Force Base. The thing I remember about this was that it was late at night, it was late December, it was a snowy night, three of us were arrested and the MP that was handcuffing me, I was wet, soaked, with snow and everything, he had my hands behind my back and he started mumbling something and I said what, and he said “Dr. Griffen”, he said, “I had you for a graduate course”, and so I had to do a little teach in right there and then. With this, so the circle of influence with my work and the Peace Council has widened over the years and I'm thankful for that.  

That was great. 

Statement of Purpose read.  
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