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SPC History Video

Interviewee: Sam Feld

Interviewer:  Richard Vallejo

My name is Sam Feld.  When I became involved with the Peace Council, actually I had to refer to my dossier that the FBI had sent me some time ago. In which it stated here that on May 29, 1951, somebody advised that a meeting of the Syracuse Peace Council was held on April 17, 1961, (NOTE YEAR DISCREPENCY) at Grace Episcopal Church in Syracuse, NY, and which was attended by the subject, my being the subject.  So, at least that tells me about when I got involved with the Peace Council, about 1961 or just prior to that time.

All right.  And how did you hear about the Peace Council?

Well, the Peace Council was fairly well known in the progressive circles that I belonged to and I was involved in some radical organizations at the time. The Peace Council was considered a favorable place to work and that’s how I heard about it and joined around that time.  

And what were your preconceived notions before you got involved?

I didn’t have that many preconceived notions.  I knew it was a peace organization and that appealed to me, but as to the thrust of it, how strong it was, what issues they had raised, I had to find that out when I joined.  

And why did you first get involved with the Peace Council? 

Well, I was looking to enlarge my involvement with peace organizations and social justice issues and that’s the reason. Which prompted me to get involved in it.   

Tell us about the high point of your involvement with the Peace Council.

I think the high point was an issue that was strongly raised and discussed as to whether the Peace Council should remain just as a peace organization or to enlarge itself in terms of social and justice issues.  And on one side of the Peace Council were men like Ben Shove, who was an attorney and very, very strong member of the Peace Council, who did not want to veer at all from just anti-war position.  And there were others like myself who felt that the Peace Council should enlarge itself, broaden itself, and take on issues of discrimination and other issues that were facing us such as poverty and it was resolved finally did broaden it’s perspectives and, as I recall, Dave Easter and Maude, that was his wife, were the first executives, so to speak, who undertook the enlargement of the organization.  

Tell us about some of the Peace Council’s successes.

Well, first you perhaps may want to know or hear of what the FBI said about the Peace Council during this period of time and I’ll read it right from the dossier that I have here.  It said, “On October 21, 1954, a confidential source commented that the Syracuse Peace Council was organized at Syracuse, NY, in 1936, and in 1951, the founders of the Syracuse Peace Council organized a New York State Peace Council for the purpose of forming a broader base for peace work and to include other organizations.  The source commented that the SPC, in his opinion, is communist infiltrated, but not communist controlled by the communist party in Syracuse, NY.  On March 5, 1961, the confidential source reaffirmed his previous observations about the SPC and the New York SPC.  The source stated that, in his opinion, some of the executive committee of the SPC. In their letterhead of November 29, 1960, brought into policy making positions, three persons whose philosophy the source identified with that of the communist party.  The source stated that the principal officers and executive board members were strongly identified as members of the Society of Friends which, he stated strongly, militated against control of the SPC by the communist group, but did not lesson the fact that the SPC was infiltrated.  The source stated that the SPC was still the steering body for the SPC.  The source advised that the policies and activities of the SPC largely were adopted and extended to those of the New York State Peace Council.”  OK, that’s enough.  Ask me another question.

How has involvement with the Peace Council affected you?

Well, it’s kept me appraised and aware of anti-war, peace, and social issues and made me feel that I was not a spectator as I was getting older.  That I wanted to be a participant and do what I could, whatever, in order to change our society, improve upon it.  I never did feel very comfortable about the political and economic policies that we have and I just felt the need to continue to work for something better in life than what we had.  

And have there been any disappointments in your involvement with the Peace Council?

I can’t really say I have.  No, no, no, there have not been any that I think of that I could really comment on in any kind of negative way.  So just say I’m not really in a position to answer that.

All right.  Why do you continue to work with the Peace Council or what led you to stop being involved? 

What was that again?

Well I guess, first of all, are you still involved?

Yes, I’m still involved with the Peace Council.  Yes.

And the question is what is it that makes you continue to work with the Peace Council?

Well, probably just in response to what I said before that I feel the need to participate in changing our society and the Peace Council seems like a viable organization in my locale that is in the forefront of working in that direction.  

And why would you say it’s important for people to get involved?

Well, if you think about today, we’re facing a terrible, terrible administration and I see almost the face of fascism in this organization that’s in control of our country today. We see a terrible war that’s going on that has no justification at all, built upon lies and deceit. We see poverty in tremendous numbers that is not justified. We see a real gap between the rich and the poor, which is getting worse. Poverty incidence getting larger and larger in this country and one has to do something.  One has to try to alter that in order to change that and that’s why I’m still there.

What do you think it is about the Peace Council that’s allowed it to stay together through the years?

Most of the people involved in running the Peace Council are dynamic and tremendous. The ones we’ve got at the present are, I think the very best we’ve ever had. That’s why I think the Peace Council has grown strongly due to the efforts of the Steering Committee and the leadership that exists at the Peace Council today.

What is unique about the Peace Council?

Well I don’t know of any other organization that is as vibrant and as involved in day-to-day activities as the Peace Council is, in terms of anti-war and peace and social justice issues. Yes, they are unique. They mobilize the people in terms of vigils and protests and demonstrations, the newsletter every month. I think they’re fantastic.

How have you seen the Peace Council change over the years?

Actually, I’m not in a good position to say that.  For a period of time I wasn’t really that involved until fairly recently. I think it’s become stronger. I think its outreach has become much wider. I think it’s become more dynamic. I think it’s the very best that it’s ever been.

What would you say to someone that says being active won’t make a difference?

You can’t just watch a train run by you. You can’t be a spectator and watch the world develop and not have any say in it and not have any feeling about your attachment to the rest of the world and the people around you. I think it would be detrimental to a person’s emotional and even physical health if you allow people to make decisions for you and not be able to participate in altering it.

This is a dossier sent to me by the FBI. It has about 170 pages to it. It indicates that through all the organizations I’ve participated in, Sobel Committee, Rosenberg Committee, American Labor Party, etc. that they had knowledge and informants on everything which had taken place. It’s one of the things that I find frightening that an ordinary citizen who is exercising his rights, for his political rights to be harassed. I was approached a couple of times by the FBI asking if I would become an informant. It indicates here that I have three children under the age of 10, but that they were not involved in communist or subversive activities. They regarded me as some kind of an enemy, which is hard for me to accept. Well I do know why. These are the pages that really spoke about my life for a number of years and probably still do. 

I had called a press conference when I received this dossier because I was so outraged that so much time and effort was made against me and had me listed as a dangerous person, as someone who was disloyal. It is offensive and shocking to feel that by participating and joining organizations to alter, to change, to improve the life of people here and everywhere, to show the dangers of what governments can do and are doing. To be regarded as an enemy. I like to say that I consider myself such a gentle person that I even cry at basketball games. So it’s hard for me to see myself as some kind of disloyal enemy so to speak, a bad person. 

I’m hoping that we don’t encounter a similar situation that existed during the McCarthy period. This is just a product of that. And that we don’t engage in that. The Patriot Act has that terrible smell about it, very similar to what was transpiring during the McCarthy period and in some ways even worse. So that invigorates a person to stay with and join and participate with the Peace Council and other organizations to neutralize and overturn the administration that exists today. 
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