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EK:  Gary Bonaparte, you were born in Syracuse?

GB:  Yes, I was born in Syracuse at St. Joe’s hospital.

EK:  And how did you hear about the Syracuse Peace Council?

GB:  I actually called around in the days after 9/11 I actually called Peace Action and they gave me the number for Syracuse Peace Council.  

EK:  But you had heard about the Peace Council before some way—did you have some pre-conceived notions?

GB:  I wasn’t familiar with them and I really didn’t know much about them until I called and talked to Andy Mager and then I went over to the office on Burnet Avenue.

EK:  So you’d been living in Syracuse a number of years and you hadn’t really heard of the Syracuse Peace Council.

GB:  I think I’d heard of them but I didn’t have very much knowledge of them.  And I knew basically nothing about the Peace Council.

EK:  And after that phone call you started to get involved?  Tell us a little about what that was like.

GB:  I visited the office and they were very busy and didn’t have really a lot of time to talk to me but Andy gave me some information and told me when there was meetings there and I got involved with the weekly vigil and a couple of the actions that they had and also, through the Peace Newsletter I found out about other things that were happening like Partnership for Onondaga Creek and I had gotten more involved in some of the community things I found out about.

EK:  Can you tell us about those weekly vigils?  What was that about?

GB:  The weekly vigils were places we went up to—we went to intersections, different intersections in Syracuse and just held signs that promoted peace and justice and just to try to bring, um, just to promote peace and justice I guess.

EK:  A link to the Iraq war?

GB:  Yeah.  Just to bring points about why we shouldn’t be in Iraq, and things that weren’t being said in the news media.  

EK:  You mention the Peace Newsletter.  Are you a subscriber?

GB:  Actually I’m not.  I actually distribute them.  So, I always take one out for myself but I’m not a subscriber right now.

EK:  Can you tell us something about the Peace Newsletter, what its role is?

GB:  Well it’s interesting.  There’s a calendar in the back which has a lot of activities, some of them are regular activities and different organizations that use the Peace Newsletter to put out their information and, plus very good articles and its just good to get a Peace Newsletter and see what’s going on.

EK:  Have you had any particular high points in your involvement with the Peace Council?

GB:  Well, I don’t know if you’d say high points.  I, in my involvement with the Syracuse Peace Council I got a steady increase in awareness, I think.  And it’s still going on.  There were—like I decided about a year ago, or a year and a half ago to become involved with the Partnership for Onondaga Creek, which I became aware of through the Syracuse Peace Council and I was not, I didn’t see at the time before that that the environmental injustice issue that was going on, and a lot of other things and I was gradually, I think my consciousness of what was going on in the community and where I fit in and what my responsibility has gradually increased.  I don’t think there’s been a high point or if there is it would be right now because I think that I’m learning every day and increasing my awareness and consciousness.

EK:  Have you felt any disappointments being involved in the Peace Council?  Has it not met your expectations in some ways?

GB:  I think the only time, the first time I went to the Peace Council office everyone was so busy then, people didn’t really have time to talk to me and I felt a little bit disappointed but I understood that they had their work to do and I didn’t let that bother me to stop me from coming and trying to get involved.  Disappointments, I think sometimes when you work for peace I think you’re bound to get disappointments.  There seems to be reluctance for the government to want to do anything that has to do with peace and justice.  But that really has nothing to do with the Peace Council, its just inherent I guess.

EK:  You’re a Mohawk by ethnic background?

GB:  Yes, my mother and father are Mohawk from Akwesasne and I’m a Mohawk Indian.

EK:  Does the Peace Council have any relate to your identification?  

GB:  Yes, I think that the Peace Council, because they deal with justice issues.  I see a lot of fallacy and I see a lot of things throughout my life and my parents and even my grandparents that I’m aware of, from the boarding schools that my grandparents were forced to attend, to job issues for my father and for me and just—the history of Native American people and the history that we’re taught in schools.  There’s a big difference, we’re told that the founding fathers were so fair and almost saintly but they were slave owners and they were genocidal.  They stole land from the Indians, they killed Indians and those things have never been addressed completely and I think that a lot of the things going on in the world today kind of stem from the fact that these things happened and also that they’ve never been dealt with on any real level.  There’s never been an admission of wrongdoing from slave trade or land stealing.  And genocide.  And it goes on to the imperialism and the really harsh parts of capitalism that are happening around here today.  The poverty issue, the unfair justice system and the dominance by rich white people, I think stem from things that have affected me all my life as a Native American and go back for generations.

EK:  How does the Peace Council relative to that legacy?

GB:  Well, the Peace Council, I find the Peace Council for myself, because they deal with issues of justice and education, they’re very relevant.  For me I haven’t found any other outlet that has to do, in a positive way, to bring to light injustice and try to advocate fixing the injustice that is going on.

EK:  One of the Peace Council programs has to do with the Land Rights issue, of the Onondaga people.  The Peace Council has taken a very active role in trying to be in solidarity with the Land Rights claims of the Onondaga Nation.  Does that affect you as a Native American even though you are a Mohawk?

GB:  Yeah, its, um, I’m a Mohawk and I’m one of the Six Nations of the Haudenesaunee tribes and I have lots of relatives and friends on all the Nations and especially Onondaga and basically they’re the same issues.  You know Onondaga Nation is only a few miles from here and it’s relevant because they’re so close and they have the same issues that the Mohawks and other Indians have.

EK:  Well the Peace Council’s been around since the 1930’s.  And in that time lots of other groups have come and gone but somehow the Peace Council has survived.  Do you have any idea why it has been able to—why the Peace Council has been able to survive over the decades?

GB:  I think that there’s just good people working for a good cause and its something that is a necessity.  I think that they help, that just the fact that the Syracuse Peace Council is here and working on the issues that they work on helps combat despair in the community and also in other ways helps the people of the community.

EK:  Is there anything unusual or unique about the Peace Council that comes to mind?

GB: I’m sure that there are unique aspects of the Syracuse Peace Council.  I think that all communities, just because of the way human beings are, usually have something like the Peace Council.  I mean, there are very talented people who have lot of energy and everything, but I think other communities also have these things.  But that’s not speaking any less of the Syracuse Peace Council but it’s a human thing to have something like the Peace Council, a necessity I believe.

EK:  What would you say to someone who would say to you that being active doesn’t make any difference—you’ve become and activist.  What would you say to someone that says being an activist doesn’t make any difference?

GB:  I was talking to a guy about an issue and he said that negativity and inactivity and positivity and activism, there’s a difference.  For myself personally, it helps me.  I believe that raising awareness and trying to change politics in the community, I believe helps other people.  Being active is, I think is a responsibility and I just think it makes a difference, you have to be active and I think that a lot of the people that don’t do anything become depressed and disenfranchised and feel pointless but I think that just for mental health and spiritual health and everything that we need to be active and in some type of way and Syracuse Peace Council for me is a good way to do it.

EK:  Any closing words or thoughts?  Anything else you’d like to tell us?

GB:   I can’t think of anything. (laughter)
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