SPC History Video—Fall 2005

Interview with John Brule, interviewed by Rae Kramer:

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

John:  Sure, I’m John D. Brule, the D is there because that was my grandfather’s name.  I was born and raised in upper Michigan, which is snow country, and came to Syracuse in 1966.  I got involved with the Peace Council in the late 60’s something like that.  I had been in the Philippines with my family and, well actually prior to going to the Philippines, I had been very involved with the Catholic Interracial Council and was working with the interracial issues and was interested in some of the people within the interracial council supported the war in Viet Nam and were very concerned about  protesting the war, whereas they were OK protesting racial injustice, and so this was a big changeover time for lots of people, including the people there.  I then went to the Philippines and we were close to Vietnam at the time, and the various ships that were bringing in materials and things for the war in Vietnam were transshipped they changed planes in the island where I lived in the Philippines.  I got a little bit involved with some of the seamen there in terms of what they would do and why they were doing it.  When we got back to the States then is when I found out that there was a “peace council” and it was on Marshall Street, David Easter, I think was the director.  I got a little involved with him and it was pretty heavily afsc at the time.  From that point on which was about 1968, early 1969, that’s where it all started.  

Rae:  Have you any recollection of how you first heard about the Peace Council or whether you had any preconceived notions, especially with your connection to the Friends and were any those preconceived notions turned out to be true.

John:  Well, no actually no I don’t really remember how I heard about the Peace Council except  that it was on Marshall Street and  people talked but  I don’t have anything specific, I didn’t have any specific preconceived ideas about what the Peace Council would be because I really didn’t know about the Friends either.  So I just went into it clean and cold and developed.  

Rae:  And why did you first get involved with the work of the Peace Council.  

John:  Well, this was the time when the war becoming even worse in terms of the war in Vietnam.  I had certainly, from what I had seen living in the Philippines, that justice was not just interracial justice, but also life justice and you had to have justice in your whole life activity.  So I moved away from the purely Catholic Interracial Council and moved into the Peace Council because they had just been the whole social justice issue which I was concerned with.  

Rae:  When you think back to your involvement with the Peace Council, is there a high point that comes to mind.

John:  Well, yeah, there is always in my mind that this picture of when it was one of the heights of the demonstrations in ?????? and there was a lot of cooperation between the Peace Council and  the university and I remember one march that started from up at the university and came down the hill to downtown Syracuse and I looked back and saw the long line of people, some of them were carrying candles, and it is something that sticks in my mind as being a fabulous feeling that there was all this feelings that young people, older people, everyone, was together on this.  It was just a very good moment.  

Rae:  When you speak about the connection to the university, did you mean students and faculty, the feeling of central solidarity, or the administration itself in which you are sharing the anti-war feelings.

John:  Well, if you mean the administration of the university, there I don’t know how much they shared that there was a lot of activity going on and we did a lot of things up at the university that grew out of involvement with the Peace Council, like there was a lot of concern about getting scientists and engineers to come out and make public statements against the war in Vietnam, and so this appealed to me because I think working locally like that is where you really belong because that it where you can be punished more or most I should say for what you do and so we got some 35 physics and engineering faculty to come up to say they would refuse to do any military work that was funded by the Defense Department that was for against the war in Vietnam and this was a great activity.

Rae:  Absolutely, I get chills when you tell it.

John:  It was something.

Rae:  Can you speak a bit about what comes to mind if we say SPC successes.

John:  I think to look at SPC successes, I really have to look at myself and that to me is the great successes of the SPC is not necessarily how much we have changed that person on the street, although there may have been some of that, I think the working with other people is the sharing with other people of what we were trying to accomplish and a result  changing ourselves, that was the best part.  I’m a different individual because of the Peace Council and to me that’s the most I could hope for.  

Rae:  Can you speak a little bit more about how this involvement has affected you.

John:  Well, certainly it’s affected me, as far as when I was at the university, now I’m retired, when I was at the university I let it be known publicly and to all the people around me that I would not work on any military funded contracts which is of course a very dangerous thing for an engineering faculty to do.  The other thing that I often enjoyed doing was that when people from the FBI would come to get follow-up interviews/information about people who had applied for jobs, as soon as I determined that they were FBI, I would let them know that I was not going to cooperate with them and they should leave my office, and that always felt good.  So that’s the personal kinds of things.  The Peace Council itself of course is continually trying to get its message out and get other people involved and I imagine to some extent that works, but I think the way of the people who are doing it are changing, that’s good.

Rae:  Have there been any disappointments in connection with your involvement with the Peace Council.

John:  Well, there’s been times where one of the most stressful, certainly the Vietnam War, well, two things, first of all there was something that went on with regard to the tax exempt status of the Peace Council, I’ve been trying to remember the name of the lawyer because he was Sarah Edwards’ father, he was the lawyer who worked with the Peace Council and the fellow who ran the newspaper in Manlius came after the Peace Council, and there was a lot of discussion within the Peace Council about trying to retain our status, but the lawyer wanted us to do that because of the contributions then would be tax deductible.  But it was that break that said no we’re not going to go for the tax deduction, we’re going to be free of that and do what we want.  So that was a good step.  One of the other, some of the other organizations that I belong to always judged can we say this and still retain our tax exempt status, this is certainly the case with the ACLU and Peace Action and that’s too bad that those are organizations that work in that fashion and I’m glad that the Peace Council doesn’t.  So that was a difficult time.  The other difficult time was once the war in Vietnam ended, then the Peace Council had to come to grips with what are we reading and we could be easily identified when there was a war on because all our energy went to that but now what does the Peace Council, that there is no more war as such, and so there was a struggling period there, which was good, I think, but it was a difficult time.

Rae:  It raises the question now of maintaining the anti-war agenda and doing other work as well and, this war will end.

John:  Yes, absolutely.  You can’t be just a single issue organization and survive.  It’s easy when it’s this kind of horrible thing going on but I think the people have learned a lot on this some very good people work on the Peace Council now and you don’t want (tape ended here)
Rae:  Why do you consider to work with the Peace Council.

John:  Well, certainly some of it is because of the history that it’s been a part of me and  I don’t want to throw it away.  I’m also working very much with the ACLU and the Bill of Rights Defense Committee and so that merges back in.  I don’t consider that I’ve stopped working with anyone of these organizations, I’m spreading myself with doing the things that I want to do.  It takes more than an organization to do it and that’s all there is.

Rae:  Why is it important for people to get involved.

John:  So they can start to think broader about things that they’re not so inbred in the own background their own thinking.  You meet new people, you can get new ideas about issues, change, shifts of change.  

Rae:  Why do you think the Peace Council has been able to last so long than so many other similar organizations that have come and gone.

John:  Well, the keyword is ‘similar’.  They are similar, but the Peace Council has its place and it’s one of the nice things about Syracuse, because Syracuse isn’t as backwoods as a lot of people might think.  It does unique things, the fact that the Peace Council has been there all this time, there are things about the Syracuse that are quite unique.  So it’s lasted because of the good people here.

Rae:  Can you identify any aspects of the Peace Council that make it unique.

John :  Well, certainly within the Syracuse environment is their willingness to stand up and agitate and be criticized and so forth without worrying about losing their status of something like that, but that’s, I like that, that’s the way it should be.  I like do that as much as I dare possible.  So maybe that’s why I stick with the Peace Council.

Rae:  Over the years have you seen the Peace Council change, and if so, how would you describe it.

John:  Well, of course, yes it’s changed enormously.  My experience, of course it’s changed enormously from all the way back from 1936 when it was started basically by people associated with FOR and ???????? the Quakers.  And they were certainly more, certainly different than the young people who are part of the Peace Council now.  So that changed enormous.  The fact that they went through the stage of what happens after the Vietnam War and how do I identify with all the other issues around is important, and I think the way they keep touch with the Bill of Rights Defense Campaign and the Midland Avenue sewage disposal activity, these kind of issues, the living wage issue, all kinds of issues, but not letting them, not trying to take it over, but to be part of it and understand it and integrate that into the social justice ethic, that’s good, I think.

Rae:  You gave me an insight that the power of the Peace Council as part of coalition, the words that being part of not taking over.

John:  That’s right.  That’s important.  I like to see them mention names​​—I like to see the word Carol Baum, who is the representative from the Peace Council on the ????.  She’s terrific.  I love to see that.  BORDC many personalities on it and different reasons for being there, on that coalition.  It’s working out nicely.  I haven’t been involved at all, very very little with the progressive coalition that’s under way, so I don’t if that’s an interesting thing, but I don’t know much about that.

Rae:  My guess is that we’ll have one or two folks be interviewed who are and I think that it’s an example of the evolution of new ways of coming together and it’s pretty exciting.

John:  Yeah, my conservative side says what is that, why are they doing that, aren’t they just re-doing what other groups are already doing.  So, I, that’s my conservative side that’s saying that.  Why are we changing it.

Rae:  Well, what would you say to someone who said that being active won’t make any difference.

John:  Try being active, that’s what I would say.  Because it’s going to make a difference to you—to that person, that’s what I would say.  It will make a difference to you if you become active.  You will start to see what other people are doing, you’ll start to say there are other ways to look at these issues.  You’ll change—that’s why.

Rae:  I been so intrigued and I’m going to paraphrase it, to live your life they way you want the world to be. 

John:  Oh, yeah, that’s nice

Rae:  That notion is pretty powerful.

John:  Sure, that runs through many of the, like I was looking up rules ??????  Like I was looking at Nottingham High School after the craftsfair.  And they have the Jewish, the Islam, the Christian statements about the golden rule basically.  It’s nice, that’s part of what you just said, another way to say the same thing.

Rae:  And is there anything else you would like to say about your connection to the Peace Council or anything in your life or for the rest of the years of your life.

John:  Well, certainly the Peace Council has had an impact on my entire family.  Sally was very active with the Peace Council, she was a staff member for some time and I remember she used to go out and picket sometimes at the draft board because there was a lot of concern about the draft, our son was coming along and he was going to have to register.  She had often been down there by herself, and I think she picked Thursdays, to do her picketing.  She worked a lot with Dik Cool and certain vets, and then she became the Syracuse Culture Workers, in fact the very first peace calendar was put together on Thanksgiving.  So there’s a tremendous tie in, with emotional and historical things with the Peace Council.  I’m delighted to be part of this.  I know when Dolores and I got married 6 years ago now we talked about what we should do, or we could leave, we could pack up and leave, there’s nothing here to keep us here, but certainly my case, and I think Dolores’ also, that it’s a feeling of attachment, that we didn’t want to leave that.  Too much family here.  And I mean family in an extended sense.

Rae:  Yes, yes.

John:  Yeah.

Rae:  OK, thank you John—it was great

John:  OK.
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