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Interview with: David Easter

Interviewer:      Ed Kinane

EK: Can you tell us your name?

DE:  My name is David Easter.  

EK:  Are you a Syracuse native?

DE:  No, I grew up in Des Moines, Iowa and I moved to Syracuse in1966 when I began working in the Syracuse Peace Council office as an intern for the American Friends Service Committee.  I was doing this as my alternative service as a conscientious objector.  

EK:  How did you hear about the Peace Council?

DE:  I was looking for a placement of some kind and I had visited the FOR office in Nyack, New York and they knew about this opening in Syracuse and I was so excited.  I’d never been to Syracuse before or didn’t know about the Peace Council before that.  

EK:  What did they tell you about the Peace Council?  When you arrived what was your image?

DE:  I was working for the American Friends Service Committee and AFSC and the Peace Council had shared office space over a period of time and there had been several other peace interns placed with the Peace Council by the AFSC.  The office was in the University building in downtown Syracuse.  I came at a time when the Peace Council—every organization goes up and down in terms of its ebb and flow of energy and people getting involved in the activities and it was somewhat lower ebb.  During the first year I was there a decision was made, to some extent, to separate the two organizations.  AFSC set up an office on Marshall Street by Syracuse University.  We were kind of doing draft counseling and anti-Vietnam war protests and the Peace Council set up an office in the then new Church center on East Genessee Street.  But about a year later I was hired as a Peace Council staff person.  I believe I was called the Executive Secretary or the Executive Director, something like that,  I worked full time and there was another person working half time, Jean Waldron and then Mary Jane Hoffman and before long Dik Cool came along—I don’t remember the exact chronology but within a year or so.  

EK:  In those days the focus was on the Vietnam War.

DE:  The major focus during the time I was associated with the Peace Council, from ’66 to ’73 was on the Vietnam war.  There were of course strands of education about non-violence, racism was a concern.  There were other concerns that the Peace Council had, but the primary effort and focus was on ending the Vietnam war.  

EK:  Was that discouraging, hard slogging work, or were there some times high points about what you were involved with?

DE:  This was during a period when the anti-war movement grew rather rapidly.  When I was first involved with the Peace Council I remember we had a weekly vigil in downtown on Salina Street.  I remember standing there by myself with a sign.  And just a few years later, there were 4000 people standing on the sides of the street.  Now we didn’t get 4000 people out every time, but there were some locations, some of these large mobilizations or moratoriums that got a lot of publicity.  The press jumped on them and it became the thing to do to be an anti-war protestor.   And so, we would have our small meetings, our small protests, our small lectures that somebody would give, but then we did have some very exciting large events during that time which were exhilarating.

EK:  But primarily the Syracuse Peace Council organized a coalition of groups?

DE:  We often worked in coalition with other groups, student groups, AFSC, and other groups in the community.  So the Peace Council did play a leading role in many of the activities during the period I was there, there was a very strong focus on the draft board, draft resistance, people went down at least once a week to leaflet at the draft board.  I can remember a very large demonstration there and march through downtown Syracuse, so the Peace Council was taking a lead on many of these activities; most of these activities.  I think we became the most vital group.  

EK:  Getting 4000 people together strikes me as pretty sunny.

DE:  Well this was because Syracuse University students decided this was the thing we want to join, we’re going to do this, so there were student organizations working on this—that particular event turned people out.

EK:  Other high points or successes of the Peace Council during your tenure?

DE:  We had quite an emphasis then, something that I believed in, in terms of getting our committee structure set up.  We had an emphasis on CLARE [?]  It was kind of a decentralized organization in the sense that we got different neighborhood groups and people would meet in each other’s homes on a regular basis to plan peace and anti-war activities, to do outreach to their neighbors or to take advantage of opportunities in their area.   So we had neighborhood organizations in five or six different communities around.  We had a war tax resistance group, there were people working on the whole draft leafleting, we had a Peace Newsletter committee.  So that quite a bit of the activity in the organization grew out of the people taking responsibility to push projects forward, not just waiting for someone to tell them what to do, or for the Steering Committee to say “ok we’re going to do this”, but small groups coming together and coming up with an idea and pulling other people into that.  

EK:  So Dave, you were with the Peace Council for several years in the ‘60’s and the ‘70’s.  How did that experience affect you overall?  Did it change you?

DE:  I have remained an activist throughout my life, which I feel that the Peace Council years were very strong in solidifying my commitment to peace and social justice and obviously the Peace Council had a very big impact on my life.  

EK:  Was there any aspect of those years with the Peace Council that, when you look back on them, are kind of a disappointment?

DE:  When you’re doing peace organizing you have many disappointments.  You plan an event, you hope that a lot of people come to it, and just a handful of people are there.  You have disagreements among individuals about how to handle something.  You have disappointments like that so I think that just in day to day organizing you have disappointments, or you feel so strongly about wanting to—you know that war did drag on for year after year after year and we, of course, wanted it to end much sooner but we did- persist as did people in communities all over the country, to try to end the war.

EK:  So the Peace Council didn’t end the war soon enough.

DE:  It didn’t but we did our best.

EK; So at a certain point, though, you left the Peace Council.  Why did you move on?

DE:  During my life and my wife, Maude Easter’s life, we had gotten renewed energy from taking a different job after a 7 year period of a 10 year period, so we had quite a few times of change.  Maude was ready to move on at that point.  We’d come to Syracuse because of the job possibility of my working in Syracuse.  It was her turn to find employment and so she found a job working with the American Friends Service Committee doing peace education work in Portland, Oregon and we moved there.  This was a time that we were very involved in the feminist movement and I started a men’s resource center, working with gay and straight men in support of the women’s liberation movement.

EK:  Did the Peace Council absorb feminism in a timely manner during your experience with it?

DE:  I think at the Peace Council we did struggle for the men and the women on the staff—we had a small staff, five people, and we did try to work for strong mutual respect.  The Peace Council members were active in the feminist movement and so I feel that the Peace Council was not—I don’t remember, in terms of newsletter articles or actual major activity, it was more like people who were doing two things at once.  They were involved in the Peace Council and they were also involved in a women’s group or Dik Cool and I were in a men’s support group, a feminist men’s support group.

EK:  Do you think that feminist sensibilities affected organizational structure or decision making?

DE:  The Peace Council had been operating for a long time on a consensus decision making and so the feminist movement was stressing the need to work in a non-hierarchical way.  Our staff, I said I was Executive Secretary when I started, later I was one of five staff people.  We moved to a non-hierarchical style.  We had different people in areas of responsibility or things that they were good at or that they like working on.  So we were compatible with the thinking of the feminist movement at the time.  

EK:  Was that a struggle?

DE:  I don’t remember a large struggle.  Of course we all had personal struggles within our own relationships, trying to come to grips with the culture as a whole during a time of rather major change at least for the young people involved.

EK:  You mention young people being involved.  Is it important for people to get involved?  

DE:  The Peace Council has had a strength of getting of different ages—I was one of those young people during the period I was there—younger than people who had been on the Steering Committee.  And we maintained an organization that kept the long-time peace activists in the community working with newer people who came into the Peace Council who were younger.  The new people coming in were a range of ages but I just meant that there were a lot of young people that did get involved.  Our cause of working for peace and justice is a many generational effort.  I don’t know who even started it, thousands of years ago, probably people were struggling for the things we’re struggling for now and it’s not over just in one lifetime.  So we have to get new people involved and one organization doesn’t have to exist forever.  The Peace Council is remarkable in terms of the length of time it’s been going but the peace movement, the struggle for equality and justice, that’s something that’s going to have to continue for many years ahead.

EK:  Now the Peace Council has been ongoing since the ‘30’s.  What do you think there is about the Peace Council that’s allowed it to persist all these decades where other very big groups have just come and gone?

DE:  I don’t really know the answer to that question.  I know that the Peace Council has been willing to bring new people in and the Peace Council has had a very strong, sort of, central commitment to peace and non-violence, respect for person.  I think that’s been very important, I think just basic structural work that different people have done through the years, on the basics of maintaining a database, or getting the newsletter out on a regular basis, or getting enough money raised to keep going.  The Peace Council could have gone ahead at any point.  It was almost laid down right before I began working with the Peace Council.  People were weighing whether to do that or not, which they made a decision not to, which I’m glad they made the decision they did and I don’t know if during the years since then whether the Peace Council has ever gotten to the point where people were thinking about laying it down or not.  I do know that there have been times of higher energy than other times, just from reading the Peace Newsletter all through the years.  

EK:  How about when the United States isn’t at war like it is now with Iraq and back in your era with Vietnam—is there really a role for the Peace Council?

DE:  The basic thinking of people obviously has to change.  At some point people are going to decide that solving international conflicts through violent clashes is not the way to go.  But we have a lot of educational work to do to change many, many people’s thinking because of fears that people have and the ability of politicians to play on people’s fears.  We need to be ready with institutions like the Peace Council during the times when the country is not at war and when working for peace is not a popular idea. There need to be people steadily having a presence and if there is a point when the country is at war then people can turn back.  The Peace Council will have an upsurge in activity during that period.

EK:  Dave, it’s been about thirty years since you were very active in the Peace Council.  Have you seen the Peace Council change significantly in that time?  

DE:  Obviously, different issues have been picked up.  There was a very strong emphasis on the environment during the ‘70’s and there have been—lately the whole issue around Onondaga Lake and the Native Americans in the area.  I can remember reading articles about this.  So issues have come along that people have wanted to work on and felt that they were important to work on.  I think that’s a strength of the Peace Council, that the Peace Council is willing to take the energies and concerns that people have and fit them into its long-standing commitments and campaigns.

EK:  What would you say to someone who would tell you, you know this being active, being an activist just doesn’t make any difference?

DE:  I think there are different kinds of answers.  One is, I’ve seen the result of movements for social change during my lifetime.  This taping is being done right after the death of Rosa Parks and the racism in our country is still rampant.  But the major strides and the push of the civil rights movement really did make a big change in the attitudes and practices in our country.  The feminist movement had an upsurge during my lifetime in terms that the ‘70’s had a very big impact on my life but it’s changed the lives of millions of women across the country.  Those things didn’t happen out of thin air, they happened because people organized day in and day out.  They had small actions, consistent, they had confrontations, they pushed systems to change.  You can have a big impact.  Some of the causes we’re working on we may not see come to fruition during our lifetimes so in that sense, is it worth it?  I think people have to make a decision—what kind of person do they want to be?  Do you want to be a person who tries to work for positive change, to make the world better?   I think that’s the kind of motivation that sustains you. If you make the decision that you want to work for change throughout your life and that whether you’re going to ultimately succeed on a given cause or not you want to be there.  There’s a great deal of satisfaction that can come to you during your life.  You’re going to be working with wonderful people, committed people, and you are going to feel good about yourself.  That’s how I would answer that question.

EK:  You invoked the memory of Rosa Parks and the civil rights movement.  Do you think the Syracuse Peace Council, which is very largely made up of white activists, has come to grips with racism and these issues of civil rights?

DE:  Many groups like the Peace Council that are largely white organizations, be it a Church that is largely white—I’m a Quaker. There are a number of persons of color in our meeting but it is a predominantly white meeting.  We have to look at ourselves and say there have been some challenges before us that we didn’t find ways to resolve.  The Peace Council can look at itself and say that it’s not the kind of inclusive community it wants to be.  And people have been trying to work on this for a good long time.  You can think about why we’ve not been successful but we at least have to face that about ourselves, that this is an area where we haven’t been successful.  

EK:  Any other remarks or observations or comments you’d like to make for the camera?

DE:  I do have just very fond memories of the times I worked with the Peace Council.  I admire the people that I knew who had been working during the ‘30’s, ‘40’s,  ‘50’s were very tough times on peace and social justice issues.  It meant a lot to me to be a part of a community that had existed over a long time.  And I heard about people that I never met.  I like to feel that I’m one of those people from the past that some people might have heard mention of that is sort of a part of this chain of activists who’ve been working on the causes that the Peace Council believes in so dearly.

EK:  We have a Statement of Purpose at the Peace Council that I don’t know if you’re familiar with it, you’ve probably read it.  

DE:  I’ve probably read it and I was involved with writing an earlier version of it at one point.

[DE reads the Statement of Purpose]

