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I: Interviewer – C: Carol

I: Can you start by telling us your name, and where you were born and raised, and how you learned about the Peace Council? 

C: My name is Carol Baum. I was born in Chicago. Came to Syracuse in 1974 to go to Grad School, and how I came to be involved with the Peace Council was in the late 70s I walked into The Front Room Bookstore because I had always had an interest in alternative bookstores. When I was in high-school and college there were some alternative bookstores not too far from where I lived and I used to hang out there, and I heard that there was this alternative bookstore in town, so I went in and looked around and no one said anything to me and then I left. (laughter) And eventually what happened is that I got involved with The Front Room Bookstore and became part of the collective running it and that’s how I got involved with the Peace Council is through The Front Room Bookstore. 

I: Do you have any recollections about how you heard about The Front Room Bookstore? 

C: None. I don’t know how I heard about it. I mean, that was what, 30 years ago? 

I: Did you have any preconceived notions once you started becoming involved with the Peace Council and moving beyond The Front Room Bookstore, some notions about what the Peace Council was about? 

C: Well since I was really not keyed into the Peace Council at all when I first got involved, or when I first went in, I didn’t really have any. I don’t think I even really particularly knew about it. I knew it was in this place and I went in and I looked around and I was interested in the bookstore. So I, you know it’s kind of hard to ask that kind of level of detail for something that was 30 years ago. (Interviewer: Sure, sure.) I couldn’t even tell you the exact year. 

I: Can you talk a little bit about, from your perspective, the connection of The Front Room Bookstore to the Peace Council? 

C: That again, is something that evolved over time. And what happened over time is that I became a staff person at The Front Room and I became a de facto Peace Council staff person. And… sort of the connection was that it was an alternative business, it was collectively run, it made contributions to the Peace Council, ‘cause we’d often have conversations about how – how are the press and The Front Room connected to the Peace Council because it was all part of the same thing. But it was, um – we – I answered phones –I was a de facto SPC staff person. And during that time staff people – there was a certain level of staff people coming and going. And I was a very constant person through that. And somewhere along that line is when Paul Pearce got involved with the press and so he actually became the most constant person through the whole thing. So there was a – so I was there everyday, and did Peace Council stuff, did Front Room stuff. The Front Room used the space but we never paid anything because it was all viewed as the same thing. 

I: Describe a little bit for people who might not know the physical setup of when you walked in the building.

C: Well, uh, the incredibly creatively named Front Room Bookstore was named that because it was literally in the front room of the building. The building that is the current SPC office, where it’s been for many, many years is a house, and it has a layout like a house, and it has an attic and a basement like a house. And it has one main floor like a house. And so there was literally a front room that you walk into and that was The Front Room Bookstore. And from there were several other rooms. 

(Unclear other voice counting down)

I: Can you speak a bit about a high point of your connection …

C: Do you want me to talk more about The Front Room?  

I: No, we may come back another, another time. Let me second guess myself. Speak a little bit about your role now. 

C: My role now is I am one of the three so-called part-time staff people. So-called part-time but three staff people at the Syracuse Peace Council and I have been doing that since January of 2002 which as you might notice is several months after 9-11-01. 

I: No coincidence there. 

C: No coincidence there. Now has anyone talked about that, or should I talk about that some? 

I: Please, talk about that a little bit. 

C: What happened at that time, was that there was a staff person at the Peace Council who was very, very, very part time, at that time I mean 9-11-01.  The Peace Council was not a vibrant organization at that moment, but there were people, including Rae Kramer, the interviewer, who had been holding it together with duct tape and love, and strength, and caring, and then 9-11-01 happened and the Peace Council I believe did its best but could not do a fully formed response to that.  The big concern being of course, which is what happened, is that the US government with George Bush at its head would use it as an opportunity to try to take over the world. And that has turned out to be correct. And so even though people were, were, had a lot of feelings around 9-11, that, you know, people should not have been killed, that something worse was going to come out of that at the hands of the US government. And so people did organize locally, but the Peace Council as an organization was not at the center of that. But a number of people did coalesce who had been, or still saw themselves, as peace, longtime Peace Council activists. And from that came the desire to revitalize the Peace Council because the feeling had been we really needed to have something that was strong and alive and vibrant to respond to that sort of thing. And I was part of that process having been a long term Peace Council activist who had been burnt out and then un-burnt out and that seems to happen to some people sometimes. And at one point through the process I was asked by Andy, if he, if I would consider sharing a staff job. At which point I looked at him and laughed in his face and said he was out of his mind. And a few months later, there I was on staff at the Peace Council. And still am, and this is now December 2005. 

I: The – speak a little bit about the, the transition – you used the word burnout – so having been involved, and then your involvement kind of waned and then picked up again. 

C:  I worked at The Front Room for an unknown number of years (laughs.) But uh, uh, many. And, and as I said a was a de facto SPC staff person and people – staff people came and went, and came and went, and came and went, and that is a recipe for burnout. And I got very burnt out from doing that and so I spent probably at least six months, maybe even a year, in transition trying to find somebody to do the bookstore. At that time, um, and it takes now people of a certain age to remember this – At that time, there were not the huge mega bookstores. There were lots of little bookstores. There were independent bookstores. There wasn’t the big, you know Barnes and Noble with the coffee shop kind of bookstore. So that people could really specialize in areas and support independent publishers. And there were more independent publishers and of course now with the internet things have changed considerably. But at that time all the stuff, all the alternative stuff that you can get on the internet now, you had to get through bookstores. And so it was a very important thing to have that, and it was important to me that I put a lot of effort into maintaining that. So even if I left, the thing would not crumble, ‘cause at that time also The Front Room collective sometimes was stronger and sometimes weaker. And so someone took it over, and I spent a lot of time and energy trying to convey all of my information to that person. And when I left, it was really hard to come back because since The Front Room was in the front room I literally had to walk through it all the time. So I would say that I had a very irregular relationship with the Peace Council for quite a few years after that. So I did some things, didn’t do some things, people called me sometimes and so on and so forth and I got into involved with the lo – uh – other activities in Syracuse, in particular the credit union and jail ministry where I was did a lot with both of those. 

I: Was it a great disappointment when The Front Room closed? 

C: It was a relief because um, it’s one of those things where sometimes people try to hold on to things after they’re dead. And it’s better to let them die when they’re dead. And that – I think it happened to The Front Room because it went through a couple incarnations and by the end it really didn’t exist anymore. And so it was really time for it to not happen. So it felt good. 

I: Are there any disappointments that you think of, that rise to your mind or your memory when you think about your connection to the Peace Council? 

C: Not really because everything is part of a process and so whatever might feel – I mean there’s lots and lots of minor disappointments throughout and just like there’s lots and lots of happiness throughout-  and they kind of all mix together in one big pot so it’s hard to pull one out. 

I: How is being – how has being connected to the Peace Council affected you? 

C: That’s another hard question to answer because I’m connected to things beyond the Peace Council, and so it’s, all again, it’s sort of the mixture of the whole pot because I would say that the Women’s Movement and the various women’s political activities which were peripheral to the Peace Council, but participated in by Peace Council people – um – the Haig Action– I mean there’s a number of things that were peripheral but very connected in too – um, being on staff of the Peace Council has certainly – you know the saying, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger (laughter) and I would say that that has happened to me.  It has been an opportunity for finding – it has been a continuing opportunity to find my voice and um, work for peace and social justice. 

I: As you speak I think about my connections to you and your role as a staff person and the strength that you bring, the, the focus, almost the relentless focus – the unwillingness to let distractions take us from the work. Uh, I think you’ve been an enormous asset. Um, thank you, Carol. 


C: Well thank you, I appreciate that. 

I: So, um- 

C: I will, will speak on um something that – a highlight from the last couple years and I think other people would count as a highlight too-  was the highlights often come in the face of devastating events and the devastating event was the invasion of Iraq, which we had worked very hard to prevent – which many people in every walk of life had worked very hard to prevent – and then it happened. And there was a lot of energy into what will we do if that happens because we have to do something, and that was a moment where we planned to take to the streets without a permit, and that’s what happened.  And there was a lot of energy in that – that went into trying to do that as safely as possible and it was a very powerful event, and I think that most people who participated if they said a highlight over the last few years they would say that event. 

I: Given what you’ve said about the years when if not moribund certainly ailing and the kind of galvanizing that happened after 9-11, can you speak a little bit about the change in the Peace Council, from, let’s say just prior to 9-11 to now in terms of vibrancy or size or activities and certainly touching on the whole Iraq campaign? 

C: Well, having three part-time staff people makes a huge difference especially when they’re pretty energetic and they get along ‘cause it’s very different in an environment like that if you have people who aren’t getting along reasonably well and who can’t problem solve reasonably well together.  So that makes a huge difference right there and the other huge difference is that people really came out and took the chance again. One of the – there’s many advantages of being a very long term organization and there are disadvantages too-  and one of the disadvantages is that people have histories which is both good and bad, and some of the histories are good and some of the histories are very unpleasant and you might possibly – not personally have had anything to do with that unpleasant experience of that person, but nonetheless they did have that unpleasant experience and maybe vowed never again to be part of the Syracuse Peace Council so people took chances to come back. Some people who’d never – who’d only had positive experiences renewed their energy. People who’d had negative experiences took the chance to come back and then new people came in also. So it was, it’s been very exciting to be part of that process where people have really made a decision to try, and give it their all. It’s been amazing and an honoring experience to me to see the effort that other people have put in to helping us all move forward. And I feel humbled.  I feel humbled when I open the mail and see money and I feel humbled by the efforts that people have put in. 

I: You may have anticipated my next question, which is, given the ups and the downs, and even given the excitement or the renewed vibrancy you’re grossly underpaid, grossly overworked. What fuels you staying involved? Staying connected? 

C: Um, passion. Um, passion and community. And vision, because any one of things alone will not do it, but you have to have a number of those things working together. I’d have to think about if there were other things but passion, community and vision really do a lot. 

I: Why is it important for people to get involved in peace and justice work? 

C: Well, if people don’t get involved that’s one way you know for sure nothing’s going to change. And I sort of think that, that I don’t know if my actions are going to make a difference. But I know that my inaction would leave things the same, so I’m taking a chance that my actions, magnified by others, will end up making a difference. 

I: That was beautifully said. That’s a keeper. (laughter)

C: Why do you think the Peace Council has been able to last through the big ups and the big downs, you know, coming up to the 70th birthday? How have we managed to stay together when so many other reasonable, reputable organizations have come and gone? 

I: Some of it is tenacity. We have been blessed by having some extremely stubborn people involved with the Peace Council. Some of it is history, in the sense that I recall a story – Beth Mosley, a former staff person – never told me this herself but she said something like – and you, Rae, might have said this too: not on my watch. The feeling of, it has been here so long, I’m not, if I’m involved, I’m not gonna be the one who closes the doors. And there’ve been enough people like that for a long enough time that it’s here still.

(doorbell exchange)

I: Is there anything unique about SPC? 

C: You mean other than our phrase, “the oldest grassroots continuously active non-national peace entrusted social justice group in the country?” Um, I think it has things to offer. I don’t think it’s unique. Uh, I think that our perspective is – I don’t think it’s unique. 

I: Can you speak a little bit about the changes that you’ve seen at SPC? 

C: From since I started? 

I: Let’s say certainly from, um, let’s say from your earlier connections to then – to when you when you kind of moved on – and then again pre-9/11 to now? Some sense of some of the movement and you still may’ve talked about a fair amount of it already. 

C: I think one of the things that’s happened recently which is very different is that – or, not very different, but is different from how it’s been in the recent past is the desire to have a clearer vision and a clearer strategy. That the Peace Council has tended often to go from thing, to thing, to thing, and not in a necessarily coherent way. And I think that organizationally we’re trying to have a clearer vision that even if we do that we sort of see it as all moving toward something in a, in a more strategic fashion. I think the word ‘strategic’ has been used in a way in the recent past that it has not been used before. I want to add something about the uniqueness. To say that – to say that it is not unique is not to downplay it. Every place is unique because of the people involved and the perspectives and all that, but why I’m saying it’s not unique is that it is part of the movement and there are other groups that are similar to us in that movement. There are certainly plenty of groups in that movement who are not like us and what we bring to the table is our sense of the connection of the various issues. We are not focused on for example, um, we have not done 15 years of work around Iraq. There are groups that very faithfully continue in one way, in one direction, or around one topic I should say, for an extended period and that’s not us. What we bring is the knitting together of the issues and there are other groups that do that, but that’s what we bring to the table I think. 

I: You remind me of the metaphor that you’ve often used about the umbrella, that we are big umbrella – a radical, somewhat loud-mouthed umbrella. (C: Mmhm) I: But uh, enough room (unsure?) to allow for the connections between the issues. 

C: Mmhm. That’s one of the beauties of being in a small city, is that we really do have to talk to each other. 

I: What would you say to someone who says that being active won’t make any difference? And this is maybe a restatement…

C: I think I already said that.

I: Ok, um, is there anything else you would like to say about your connection to the Peace Council? 

C: Um, my mind is a blank at the moment. I’m sure I have plenty to say to you. Do you have anything else? 

I: No. We’re just gonna have you read the statement of purpose. 
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