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Interviewee: JERRY BERRIGAN

Interviewer: Andy Mager

Were you born and raised here in Syracuse?

No, I was born in Minnesota and the family moved to Syracuse when I was very young.  

Then you’ve spent most of your life since then here?

Yes.

When did you first become involved with the Peace Council?

The year was 1967 and I recall that very clearly because my brother, Phil, during that year with three other men invaded a draft board in Baltimore and poured napalm on the draft files.  And that turned out to be very ____________ about him and so we began thinking seriously about peace and, of course, naturally gravitated toward the Peace Council which we knew about but had not been part of until then.  So we subscribed to the newsletter and subsequently I acted a few times with the Peace Council.

Do you recall when you first heard about the Peace Council or your impressions before you got involved, before your brother’s actions?

We knew of it through friends who had mentioned it, but we didn’t know in a way about its workings or its goals or its origin until then.  

As a young man you served in World War II.  Right.  What was your thinking about war sort of from then through that time in 1967 when you heard about your brother’s action?

My thinking was not focused on war and peace at all.  I was just a guy who was working hard to make it and finish college and that sort of thing.  I was not in any way involved in the Peace Council.  

Did your experience in World Was II lead you to – many people who experience war either sort of emotionally chose to sort of latch on to it as a positive thing or have such traumatic experiences that they recognize the horror of war.  Is either that true or some other version?

No.  It didn’t touch me.  I was deeply devoted and loyal to my fellow GI’s and I got to know one of the officers very well; in fact he’s still alive and lives in Manlius.  But, I wasn’t a deep thinker at that time.  

Surprising, given that you’ve become such a deep thinker over time.  Did you have any sort of preconceptions about the Peace Council before you got involved in ’67, either positive or negative?

I thought it was an admirable group of people and, of course, that was reinforced after we became members of it and we quickly discovered that there were highly idealistic, unselfish young people who were working against the ________ and were subject to a lot of abuse and uncaring from the larger society and so that we found very attractive because we had been traditionally for the underdog.  

Is there any sort of high point of your connections to the Peace Council or something particularly that stands out as a positive or significant memory for you in terms of the ways you connected over the years?

Well, that brings us almost up to date because before the present war broke out there was a lot of activity here in Syracuse as you recall and I was part of that. And at that time Carol and I were being visited by Mairead Corrigan who had won the Nobel Peace Prize.  She was our house guest and we did marching downtown, Clinton Square, oftentimes in the rain.  And I remember, the weather was foul and I can remember as part of that event, or that period rather, Jessica Maxwell climbing atop a sort of pillar down there in the central part of the city and shouting and encouraging the marchers and those who were opposing the war as she was.  So that stands out very dramatically.  

Anything earlier on, from the Vietnam era, or more intense struggle around nuclear weapons which I know you were very involved with?  

Well, during the Vietnam War, we had four kids by then, and Carol and I were intent on visiting our brothers who were in Danbury Prison and so, on a monthly basis, we’d take two of the kids and head for Connecticut and visit them in the prison.  And that was the extent of our activity during that period of time.  

I know that your Catholic faith is a major motivation for you in terms of peace and social justice and the Peace Council is a secular organization.  I wonder if you have any thoughts about that.  Have you felt welcomed as a person of faith within the Peace Council, have there been times where it felt that there was some friction there, or…

Honestly, I can’t recall any at all, Andy.  I have visited the Peace Council itself a few times.  I remember I used to go there and pick up an occasional book from their library, but anyone I ever met was very congenial and very friendly.  I never found any friction, cause for friction, at all.

OK.  Great.  How has your involvement with the Peace Council affected you in any particular ways in terms of your life and other things you’ve done.  In some ways it’s a, my sense is that your brothers and the actions they’ve taken and the Atlantic Life Community  that those things have been life changing in many ways, but, so I’m not sure if the Peace Council played a small role compared to those kinds of …

Well, it’s been ongoing reinforcement of my convictions and beliefs; much closer to home than the Atlantic Life Community of course and other organizations like it.  It’s deepened my respect for the members.  I “vigiled” with them on street corners for awhile there and I was always impressed by their commitment and their willingness to stand out there in any weather.  

Have there been any disappointments in terms of your involvement with the Peace Council; times when you think we… you didn’t feel so good about a stance that was taken or we weren’t bold enough or …

Honestly, Andy, I can’t recall a single item along those lines.  

Just a little aside, I know there’s a book manuscript that was written a number of years ago about the history of the Peace Council and your brother Dan wrote an introduction to it.  He took us to task for not being as involved with the kind of direct action that he and Phil were so involved with as he would have liked us to be.  But he’s your brother, he’s not you.  Right.  Why do you continue to work with and be part of the Peace Council?  

It’s a way of personally getting involved and it’s a way of insuring that I feel as though I’m doing something to help.  OK?  In concert with young people whom I find admirable.  I don’t know what I can say about that other than that, Andy.

OK.  As we were in the mid-eighties and do you have any thoughts about sort of directions that peace making is taking or do you have much sense of hope right now or sense of fear or what …

