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

Mary Ann:  My name is Mary Ann Zepetello.  It was Carino before I married and I was born in Syracuse and raised in Syracuse and only moved to East Syracuse 10 years ago.  

Rae:  And when did you become involved with the Syracuse Peace Council?

Mary Ann: Well that goes back a long way.  The Peace Council has always been in the background of my life from the time I was a teenager.  I became politically active when I was 18 during the Wallace campaign as a student at Syracuse University.  

Rae:  How did you hear about the Peace Council?

Mary Ann: I don’t remember hearing about the Peace Council in any context except that as a political activist going back that far, of course one of the activist organizations in Syracuse was the Syracuse Peace Council, along with the now extinct American Labor Party, with UE; which was a Liberal union—electrical workers.  There was ADA, there was the Communist Party, there were many, many organizations that were involved in peace and justice issues, so Peace Council was always there.

Rae: Did you have any pre-conceived notions of what this organization was about?

Mary Ann: I don’t think so,  I think that the word Peace included in it tells you what’s its mission is, is to work toward a world where there would not be any more wars.  And some of that would depend on also getting justice for the peoples of the world.

Rae: In the context of the much more rich or fruitful environment of the peace and justice organizations in those early days, why did you get involved with the Peace Council?

Mary Ann: Well, a message that I think would appeal to more people than would appeal to, for example, the communist party, which began to be red-baited very, very early in the 1950’s after the second world war. 

Rae: And is there a high point of your involvement with the Peace Council that you could share with us?

Mary Ann: I think the involvement, actually, in the Peace Council began in the ‘60’s long after—well—McCarthy had been discredited by then but there was such a thing as the Sobell Committee, there was the National Guardian. All of those organizations were in some ways involved with the peace and justice movement.  So, one of the reasons—the main reason--why I was not involved with Peace Council activities as a Peace Council member before that is because I had been a member of the Communist Party and if you were to read my FBI file, you would find that the FBI was investigating the Syracuse Peace Council, which was really started by Quakers and American Friends, but there were members of the Communist Party in the Peace Council, as there were members of the Communist Party in labor unions and civil rights movements, but we did not control the Syracuse Peace Council—the communists did not locally control them but the FBI believed that they did.  So for a known communist to be active in the Peace Council would have painted them in a way that the FBI would like you to believe, so I was not really active in the Peace Council until the ‘60’s and the ‘70’s.  Really, when the Vietnam War broke out and I joined some of the peace marches; anti-war marches of the Peace Council.

Rae: Are there some successes in the Peace Council’s history that spring to your mind if you think about it?

Mary Ann: I think the success of the Peace Council is that it’s lasted this long, that it has survived the McCarthy period and now, with the threat that if you criticize the government, or are against the war, that somehow you’re a traitor.  But the Peace Council keeps on truckin’, so I think that’s the main success.  

I want to go back to a photograph that was taken of me at a peace march—anti-war march--actually anti-Korean war march.  I was pregnant with my first child, very, very pregnant and I had a poster that said “I want this child to grow up, not blow up”.  So you talk about when I became involved—you know there were coalitions back then. While the American Labor Party; we had Vito Marc Antonio on the council in New York and as a senator—oh, you know he was House of Representatives, right.  But you know there were a lot of people involved in the movement for peace and justice issues, civil rights issues after World War II.  We thought we were going to have a wonderful, wonderful world, and yet we didn’t have this wonderful, wonderful world.  But we kept struggling for it and there were those of us who kept opposing the wars that this country has been engaged in.  And so we got back to the Korean war, and then the Vietnam war, and then the Gulf War, and then the Grenada war and all those ones. So, still, I’ll use Bush’s phrase.  I’m staying the course.  

Rae: That would be a great way to end.  The current lingo is resistance.  And the examples you’ve given…  Have there been any disappointments that come to your mind when you think about the Peace Council?  

Mary Ann: I don’t think so.  I think the Peace Council has been there throughout its history trying to find ways to engage, the community, to bring its message to the community, to have a presence in the community, so no, I can'’t think of any.

Rae: Why do you stay connected in whatever form that connection takes?

Mary Ann: Well, I have three sons and I didn’t have them to kill anybody else’s children or to have anybody else’s children kill them.  And now I have a grandson, the same is true.

Rae: Aside from this tape I share your feeling totally—I feel very vulnerable as a mom with two sons.  

Mary Ann:  You have a Luke and so do I.  He’s 12, he’s gonna be 13 and I was ready to move to Canada to keep my kids from the Vietnam war.  There are other mother’s sons who were not so lucky whose mothers maybe weren’t willing to make that kind of sacrifice.  I didn’t in the end have to and my sons did not serve but I always have to be alert to the fact that my grandson will have to face this and I don’t want that for him any more than I want it for your son, or for mine, or for an Iraqi son.  And that’s why I stay connected.  I can’t live any other way than to be for peace and justice.  

Rae: My question was going to be is why is it important for people to get involved?  And I think you’ve answered it beautifully.  It’s our children.

Mary Ann: It’s our children.  And other people’s children.  I get really annoyed when I see bumper stickers that say “God bless America”.  If there is a God why doesn’t He bless everybody?  Why is it just America He has to bless.  Or She. 

Rae: Why do you think the Peace Council has been able to stay together, to last, when other groups have come and gone?  

Mary Ann: I think there are enough people who are committed to the cause of peace that generation after generation comes in to fill the shoes of those who are gone.  And I think it’s because the Peace—I think that everybody really wants peace, it’s governments who make war, not people.  The Iraq people are not our enemy.  The Korean people were not our enemy.  The Chinese people are not our enemy.  The Russian people are not our enemy, any more than we are their enemy, so its something else that motivates; that pushes; this war agenda.  It’s not people who push it.  So there are enough people who want peace that the Peace Council will always be there.

Rae: Is there anything unique about the Peace Council?  

Mary Ann: The people.  

Rae: And are there any ways that you’ve seen the Peace Council change over time?

Mary Ann: I think that the Peace Council has broadened its mission to include more than just the issue of peace because all issues are really related.  Our environment is being raped for profit.  And so they have become either directly or in coalition with environmental groups.  They’ve become involved with Animal Rights groups, because they see cruelty to animals as just an extension or an attitude about how we dispose of living things in our lives. So, yes I think its broadened in that way but its sort of kept up with the new demands of the world we live in.

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

Mary Ann: It makes a difference to me that I’m active.  And in the long run will it make a difference?  I hope so.  

Rae:  Is there anything else related to your activism that you’d like to share?

Mary Ann: Well I already said I’ll use Mr. Bush’s statement, and that is keep the course.  Stay the course, but stay the course of peace not the course of war.

Rae: Can you explain what it is that your holding?

Mary Ann: I’m holding my FBI file.  Quite proud of it, I must say.  And in it, it says I have periodically participated in the activities of the Syracuse Peace Council.  And I attended a picnic that was sponsored by the Syracuse Peace Council.  So you see, during the McCarthy era the Syracuse Peace Council was noticed in my FBI file and I’m sure in the files of many other people from Syracuse, who I also hope are proud that they have a file there this thick.  Is that good?

Rae:  Wonderful, excellent.

Mary Ann:  Now I’ve gotta read this statement.  The Syracuse Peace Council, founded in 1936, is an anti-war, social justice organization.  It is community based, autonomous, and funded by contributions of its supporters.  SPC educates, agitates, and organizes for a world where war, violence and exploitation in any form will no longer exist.  It challenges the existing unjust power relationships among nations, among people, and between ourselves and the environment.  As members we work to replace inequality, hierarchy, domination and powerlessness with mutual respect, personal empowerment, cooperation and a sense of community.  Present social injustices cannot be understood in isolation from each other, nor can they be overcome without recognizing their economic and militaristic roots.  SPC stresses a strategy that makes these connections clear.  We initiate and support activities that help build a sense of community and help tear down the walls of oppression.  A fundamental basis for peace and justice is and economic system that places human need above monetary profit.  We establish relationships among people based on cooperation rather than competition or the threat of destruction.  Our political values and personal lives shape and reflect each other.  In both we are committed to non-violent means of conflict resolution and to a process of decision making that responds to the needs of us all.

