SPC History Video—Fall 2005

Marge Rusk

Interviewed by Rae Kramer

Rae:  Hi, Can you tell us your name and where you were born and raised?

Marge: I’m Marge Rusk.   I was born in Baltimore and I grew up until college living in the famous Catonsville, Maryland.

Rae:  Can you tell us a little bit about how you first got involved with the Peace Council?

Marge:  In thinking about that question, and the real answer is because, in the ‘50’s I was living and had a job in Oswego and in those days living in Oswego was like living in a Gulag and so whenever the Peace Council had a program, which I heard about because I somehow was receiving the mimeoed newsletter of those days.  I would come into Syracuse and go to the program as often as possible and I was already connected with American Friend’s Service Committee and I think they were probably the people that put me in touch with the Peace Council.  So it was an escape from the Gulag to something that was already congenial because having been a non-religious, Just War person during World War II. I then read “Catcher In The Rye” and I became less and less of a Just War person on account of World War II and considered myself really a peace person after a while.

Rae:  Had you any pre-conceived notions about the Peace Council, anything you had heard about prior to you’re actually getting connected?

Marge:   No, just, I’d read about friendly sounding programs that I thought I would like, and I did.  So I wasn’t an activist, I would just attend the public events.

Rae:  Can you describe some of that early involvement as you may have moved from just attending the events to getting a little bit more connected?

Marge:  Well, one story that I’ve told before but I really like—I think it was the first time I went to a demo downtown, just a little one, holding picket signs and leafleting, and that would have been in the ‘60’s as Vietnam was heating up and there was a draft.  It was an anti-draft rally.  Anyway, I had vaguely heard people yell “motherfucker” in those days, so I knew what that was.  It was pretty early in the ‘60’s but people with angry faces drove by downtown while we were doing this rally and yelled “grandfather”, I thought and I knew what “motherfucker” was, but what’s “grandfather”?  Well then, long afterwards, I realized that they’d been yelling “draft dodger”.  So that’s how, ironically innocent I was in those olden times. 

Rae:  Is there a high point in your mind or your recollections of your involvement with the Peace Council?

Marge:  So many…quick, pick one.  Well, during the ‘70’s, when the Peace Council was involved with anti-nuke weapons and also anti-nuke power and there were walks, fairly long walks, and the fact that the Peace Council was making a connection between war and damage to the environment, not just from war, but from related bad things was very congenial to me and as far as an activity I’ve always liked walks and I say walks farther than marches.  I try to say walk.  They were long and they were in the country and that was a congenial activity.  So that was one of the high points.

Rae: OK, we spoke about what was a high point, beyond that, can you speak a little bit about how involvement with the Peace Council has affected you?

Marge:  I think it’s given me more self-esteem; how it’s affected me…or just plain I like myself better.  And this is over many years because of things I’ve done with the Peace Council.

Rae:  Can you mention one or two as an example?

Marge:  One or two examples…Oh come on Marge, think of an example…

Rae:  We’ll get to it another way.  Let’s get to it another way.  You have, for a long time, been one of the steadfast volunteers, wearing a whole variety of hats at the Peace Council and for many years now, if you read the Peace Newsletter and it talks about anyone interested in Draft Counseling, it says “see Marge at the Peace Council”.  Can you speak about your role doing draft counseling?

Marge:  Ok.  I’ve hardly gotten any questions recently because of that notice.  I think guys that want draft counseling get it from other ways, maybe more appropriate to the present situation, but when I started draft counseling it was during Vietnam and the counselees would come, maybe hanging from the chandeliers waiting their turn.  And this took place at the old AFSC office, actually not at the Peace Council.  But they were very busy times during Vietnam and somehow the format that we’d been encouraged to use was congenial to me and the main thing was you don’t, don’t, don’t give people advice as to what they should do. You lay out the information and you say “here, you choose what feels good to you”; which kept draft counselors legally safe, but more important than that is that it showed respect for the counselee as somebody who could make their own choices and not go according to the counselor’s favorite plan of action.  And it was—the fun thing was—that I’d talk with the counselee a little bit and after having listened to him, and  in those days it was all to him.  A few hers later, but young women who were thinking about enlisting.  And I would just change my idea of what I would do and come home from a counseling session and entirely different kind of draft resister it felt like, because I think I was doing a good job of reflecting where the counselee was at.  It was really fun playing these different roles.  One time I’d go to Canada, the next time I’d go underground, the next time I’d let myself be drafted and resist from within.

Rae:  I’m gonna make some connections now, between what your saying, doing the draft counseling work, and your shirt, which talks about Andy Mager’s draft resistance and can you speak about your involvement in that episode of SPC’s life, as well as your and Andy’s life.

Marge:  That was as big episode, Andy’s resistance to the draft.  He didn’t register so it was a different kind of thing than the counseling of people who had registered and then when it came and was staring them in the face, what should they do?  I wasn’t one of the organizers but I was in on the organizing meetings and as Andy said to me, reminiscing one time later, those were the glory days.  That’s actually the expression he used because we were all involved in something big, something with nationwide consequences.  I think there were only sixteen people during that supposedly non-war time in the ‘80’s who got arrested, prosecuted and went to jail and actually, Andy was the last of that crew of sixteen from all parts of the country.  Maybe he did such a good job of frustrating selective service that they decided not to mess with anybody else.  And we had a big discussion about what this shirt should say.  There’s a dandelion on there because dandelions grow up through the cracks and they resist all attempts to kill them.  On the bottom it says “Support Andy Mager and all war resisters”.  We had a big argument about how big it should say Andy Mager and Andy not wanting it to be like he was the major character.  It was something that everybody could connect to.  So that was what was so great about that.  As you were asking me before about a high point in my time with the Peace Council, that was certainly one of them.  And there was the night when people were coming from out of town for one of the court days, I’ve forgotten what it was legally, but people were coming from out of town and I was asked if I could match people up with families who could put them up for the night and this depended on, probably someone would say we have one single bed and then we have some floor space, so it was a little bit of matching people up.  Well, I had done that kind of thing before, creating schedules but that night I had a terrible toothache and it was winter and it turned out I needed a root canal job.  And my tooth was hurting so bad that it had gone to my brain and I just couldn’t think and I don’t know how people ever got matched up with their overnight because I had this very selective service inspired toothache.  I think my tooth was working against military resistance that night.  And I wasn’t the only one of us that was sick, sick, sick.  It was in the wintertime, people stood out too long in the snow at vigils and we were dropping like flies.  We popped back up again, but…

Rae:  Looking at the picture from the back side of the house, so to speak, are there any disappointments that come to mind when you think of your work or involvement with the Peace Council?

Marge:  Not any disappointment that I can think of and I knew this question was coming.  Not any disappointment that was big enough to make me think of dropping out but I’ve always been sorry that even though times have changed and I don’t have to dodge cigarette smoke at every Peace Council event any more, thank heavens.  But the Peace Council hasn’t really caught on to the fact that the big cigarette companies are one of the worst internationally exploiting people in the third world and I’d like the Peace Council to realize how politically, not just health wise which everybody knows about, but politically how evil cigarettes are because of how they’re being used in the third world, even though laws are getting more protective of kids and people who are bothered by smoke.  In my case, partly it really raises my blood pressure physically but part of it is that my mother, after she retired, was very active in a lot of good stuff and then she got a heart problem and she just had to stop going to meetings because all these women her age and maybe a little bit younger—middle aged and older women—they all smoked and she just couldn’t deal with the meetings so smoking really shortened Mother’s life as an activist—a very different kind of activist, more polite activist, than I am but I think part of my problem with smoking, not only what it does to my chest but my resentment about how mother’s colleagues put her out of business as an activist.

Rae:  Why do you continue to stay connected for the work of the Peace Council?

Marge:  It’s congenial.  That’s why I stay connected.  It’s congenial and partly why the Peace Council is congenial is because I can pick and choose what I’d like to do better and every once in a while I think it would be good if I go downtown and leaflet with a bunch of people but that’s not my favorite thing to do so I don’t have to do it very often.  There’s a variety of tasks and that’s one thing that I would say to people who are thinking about becoming activists—you get to choose what’s your favorite thing to do and you don’t have to do stuff that you don’t like.

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

Marge:  To try to help make the world better.  That’s such a…

Rae: - Self evident question

Marge:  Yeah.

Rae:  Can you speak a little bit about your personal war tax resistance and what connection or support there is from your Peace Council work?

Marge:  My war tax resistance kind of started little by little in the ‘60’s and if I had to write a check to the IRS for what hadn’t been deducted, most of it had, I would write in the memo space “for peaceful purposes only” but then I got thinking that’s really bullshit.  And then in the early ‘70’s, I was doing draft counseling and {director:  uh let’s start that over cause you were moving around.}

Rae:  You were giving some of the early history of your war tax resistance and just spoken about how you would fill in the checks, maybe you could do that part again.

Marge:  My tax resistance started because I realized that federal taxes were helping pay for war and at first I was just doing a symbolic thing of writing “for peaceful purposes only” in the memo space when I was supposed to send the IRS some money that hadn’t been deducted but then I realized that that was so symbolic rather than real that it was bullshit and then came the early ‘70’s.  I  was doing draft counseling and I thought I’m almost a hypocrite, helping these guys decide how to get out of the war and what am I doing to get out of the war, I’m not about to be drafted, I should be doing something.  So that and the fact that along in there I became pregnant and I thought I can’t bring a kid into the world without doing something personally, not just helping in general but doing something personally against war and the obvious thing that came to mind was, well they’re not hauling me off to fight with my body but they want to get my money, so I’ve got to put a stop to that and  the first year that I knew that the IRS thought that I owed money and that I decided to really, concretely do something about it I put in a deduction in the miscellaneous deduction space because I was itemizing—that was the best way to do it—a deduction for conscientious objection and granted that this was hidden with a four figure legitimate deduction for hospital expenses when my kid was born, low four figures but anyway, so maybe somebody just didn’t notice something in three figures, which was the refund of what had been withheld—maybe three figures just wasn’t noticed among four figures, or maybe what I like to think to this day, some angel at IRS saw it and intentionally ignored it.  So sometime in the summer there came an envelope from IRS and I was pretty near to fainting when I saw the---they’re coming after me and I opened up the envelope and it was a refund for what had been withheld, which I had claimed as a conscientious objector deduction.  There was an angel down there.  So I ran down to the bank and cashed that check as fast as possible before the IRS would change their mind.  Then after that what I did that unfortunately I don’t get many opportunities to be upfront about tax resistance is, I’ve been living below taxable income so in a way it’s more personal and less overt than I would like it to be.  But on the other hand, sometimes I just feel like I can’t be all the time under threat of being hauled off to jail at the worst.  Also, I want to make sure that by being below taxable income, I want to make sure that the IRS doesn’t get that money.

Rae:  And you’re part of a cadre of people in Syracuse who are kind of this little core of tax resistors that people know about and can talk about and learn from.

Marge:  And its like draft counseling.  War tax resistance has many different modes of doing it, which is a nice thing about it.  There are choices.

Rae:  Why do you think the Peace Council has been able to continue and in fact grow in recent years when a number of other groups have come and gone?

Marge:  One reason why the Peace Council has lived ever since the ‘30’s is that it has a broad program.  Some groups start as single-issue groups and they, unless they change their program real quick, peter out when that issue is no longer as important.  But Peace Council is anti-war and pro-social justice and anything as broad as that hasn’t gone away.  Another thing maybe is the reason people have stuck with the Peace Council is the same reason I have, the fact that it’s broad based, multi-activity gives people lots of different places to plug in.  

Rae:  Have you seen changes in the Peace Council during the years of your connection and if so can you speak about that a little bit?

Marge:  Yes—changes.  When I first was connected with the Peace Council it was less broad based, more of a traditional international peace organization and that’s why I got connected with it.  But now the Peace Council is involved in so many things besides traditional international anti-war.  I guess when it first started it was very Quaker originated, which was ok with me even though I’m not officially a Quaker.  It was the congenial frame of reference, but maybe not so much to everybody.  During Vietnam it became more secular and…

Rae:  What would you say to someone who says being active doesn’t make a difference?

Marge:  Come up with some examples of when it did…and…I’ve got a poem by Daniel Ellsberg in the other room that underlines my point and I could read it and basically this unintentional poem—Daniel Ellsberg didn’t realize he was reciting a poem—but when the Fellowship of Reconciliation printed it, they printed it like blank verse and basically it says that nothing that was done in an attempt to stop the Vietnam war was not useful and necessary and in fact did stop that war short of a nuclear disaster.

Rae:  Is there anything else you would like to say?

Marge:  Maybe just to reiterate that the Peace Council has been congenial to me and may be congenial to lots of people because it fits my lifestyle.

Rae:  And now we have the Statement of Purpose

[The shirt I’m wearing was designed by a group of us back in the 80’s when Andy Mager was being prosecuted for resisting draft registration.

Q - Tell us what this article is.

A – It’s a cutout from the Peace Newsletter,  February 1977 when we were protesting nuclear weapons and the photo is of my wonderful son when he was 5 years old helping with the protest against B-1 bombers that were planned to carry nukes.

Q – What is this we’re looking at?

A- Was probably made in the 1980’s or shortly after 1980 when draft registration was restarted.

Q – Alright, what are we seeing here?

A – It’s a war tax resistance poster.  Unfortunately this looks more like a tree than what it’s supposed to be.  It’s supposed to be a mushroom cloud.  And for a time the, I think in the 80’s, the IRS was hitting people who wrote a reason on their tax form why they were refusing to pay taxes, they hit them with a big fine and prosecution in addition to coming after the money that the IRS said they owed.  And maybe some interest on top of it.  They were prosecuting people just for using their right of free speech against war taxes and calling it frivolous.

Q – What are we looking at here?

A – This is about draft resistance in the 80’s.  We used this symbol of a dandelion that you tromp it down or dig it up with a shovel.  And that’s where dandelions grow.  So that’s what it means….the more draft resisters are prosecuted, the more draft resisters spring up.

Q - Do you want to say which button is your favorite and why?

A – The one in the middle.  Because my son gave it to me when he was a kid and he said “Mommy that’s me and you taking a walk at Sandy Pond.”

Q – Can you tell us about the bird watching one?

A - This is also a gift from my son.  It’s the first store bought present he ever gave me.  Because I’m a birder and I’m an anti-war activist, he found this that says “Birdwatchers against the bomb” So I like that one a lot.

Q – Anything else you would like to say about any of those?

A- Just that they’re in roughly chronological order historically, down to the current one.  And I might mention the amnesty one in the mid 70’s when we were trying to get not just a pardon for Vietnam resisters, but amnesty, which means that not just a crime was committed in their pardon, but that no crime was committed.  That’s what that means.]
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