Donald Benedict Memoir

Volume 1

COPYRIGHT® 1990 SANGAMON STATE UNIVERSITY, SPRINGFIELD., ILLINOIS

All rights x:eser}'ed. N_o partof this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic
or mef:h_amgal. m_c}udmg photocopying and recording or by any information storage or retrieval system, without
permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243.




Preface

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted
by C. Arthur Bradley for the Oral History Office during 1988. Francie
Staggs and Patsy Kollen transcribed the tapes. Mr. Bradley edited the
transcript. Mr. Donald Benedict reviewed the transcript.

Donald Benedict is one of the eight Union C.0.'s who went to jail in
1940. He was born in Detroit, Michigan on September 12, 1917. He
grew up in Warren, Youngstown, Canton, Chio, and then his parents
moved to his grandparents' hame, in Tecumseh, Michigan. He graduated
from Tecumseh High School. He was a member of and active in the local
Methodist church in Tecumseh. He graduated from Albion College, a
Methodist school, in 1939 arxd had atterded one year of Union Seminary
when he refused to register for the draft. After twice serving time
in Danbury Federal Penitentiary, he decided to accept noncombatant
status in the U. S. Army. After discharge from the army, he returned
to Union Theological Seminary where he graduated in 1947. He was one
of the four founders of the East Harlem Protestant Parish group
ministry. After living and serving there for six years, he moved to
become a fourder and one of the ministers of The West Side Parish in
Cleveland, Ohio. He served there until 1960 when he accepted a call
to be the Executive Director of the Cmmm.mlty Renewal Soclety of
Ch.'Lcago, a city missionary society first of the Congregational-
Christian church and then of the United Church of Christ. He retired
from this position in 1982 after twenty-two years of service. He
lives with his spouse, Ann, in Chicago and the couple have four adult
children. He bresently serves on the Board of Ethics of the city of
c‘nlcago, ard is a member of the Chicago Energy Study Commission. Don
is an ordained U.C.C. clergy.

C. Arthur Bradley has been an Associate Conference Minister for the
I1linois Conference of the United Church of Christ, deployed in the
Central Association in Peoria, Illinois, from 1980 to the present.
Dr. Bradley grew up in Shaker He:l.ghts and Cherlin, Chio. Since 1952
he has been an ordained clergyman, first in the Congmgatlonal—
Christian churches and then after the merger in the United Church of
Christ. He has served churches in New Hampshire and Connecticut. He
holds a Bachelors degree from Harvard College, a Masters of Divinity
degree from Union Theological Seminary, a Masters of Sacred Theology
from Yale Divinity School, and a Doctor of Philosophy in American
Studies from New York Univem:.ty Dr. Bradley is married to Jean and
they have four adult children.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without pemlssmn in er.tJ.ng from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243.
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Donald Benedict, Chicago, Illinois, July 8, 1989.

C. Arthur Bradley, Interviewer.

Q: T am talking with Don Benedict with a gorgeous view of the
mountains here in Vermont. Why don't we start with some of the
influences that brought you to the socialist/pacifist position? High
school?

A: Well, there were a number of things. I think one was that my
mother was a very ardent Methodist and I had been dragged up in Sunday
School from the word, "Go." I had absorbed during high school years a
lot of kind of Methodist old Kirby Page pacifism. I had pretty well
decided on the basis of the Biblical account that pacifism was the
only mode that one could be in if one were a Christian, T think. I
also got from that Biblical background a great concern for the poor
and oppressed, I think, that came along with that.

Q: Was that true of everybody who went through that pacifism?
A: No, I don't think so. Probably not.

Q: Why did you think it came to you? Did you have some expectations
during that period of time?

A: Well, I don't know. I began to understand the class nature of the
town of two thousand very cuickly. I could see the clasg lines of
demarcation. Well, I was kind of a big fish in a little pond in a
way. I was president of my class for three out of the four years in
high schoel. I had been on the debating team, football team,
basketball team, and baseball team.

Q: So, it wasn't because you were outclassed?

A: No, but I began to see the kind of cliques that began to develop
in high school. They really had a class nature to them. I saw a lot
of kids that were kind of on the outside group and so forth. I saw
myself begimning to identify with them for some reason or other. But
then I also had the relationship with these others because of my
activities. I felt a part of both groups but with a real sense of
identification with those that were kind of shunned aside. There were
no blacks in the town at all.

Q: So, the racial poverty . . .
A: No, but from my reading I began to see what that was--what the

race issue was. I was opposed to that and I remember taking a stand
and bringing a Jewish kid, home, oh, when I was in the sixth or
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seventh grade or something like that. My mother said something about
it. I really lit into her from a Christian perspective on that way
back.

Q: How did she respond to that?

A: Well, she was caught. Her Christianity certainly took her in that
direction, but yet the middle-class mode of life took her in the other
direction. That conflict was very evident in her right then. Then
two things happened to me in high school. Well, my dad losing his job
when I was ready to go into the ninth grade. We had to move back to
my grandmother's in Tucumseh. I lived up in the attic. I had a room
up in the attic in a very little house that she had, but it was the
only way we could make a go of it. So, that had a real effect on me.
I guess I began to read about throwing away all of the watermelons.
That's what killed me, I think. There wasn't anything else. 'They
threw truckloads of watermelons away. It didn't pay to market them
because nobody would buy them, The destruction of corn and wheat and
everything else.

Q: The destruction of crops of the Roosevelt administratiom?

A: Yes, that really got to me. I just began to feel something was
wrong. Then in the little high school, they had a book called, The
New Russia Primer. It was a book, I guess, they used in the Soviet
Union for high school or under high school. It really began to
explain the whole background of socialism and so on. I really got
interested in economics and so on. I was seen as a screwball in lot
of ways by scme of the teachers. The American lLegion really tried to
have me thrown out of school because I had . . .

Q: What did you do?

A: Well, I had written an oration. You know, they had an oratory
contest. I had written one on, I guess, the futility of war or
something., Well, coming out of all of the imperalism stuff. Wwhat war
would be like in the next war. This was in the periocd of just getting
over the First World War. There was a real swing against war,
especially in the churches.

Q: They were into All Quiet on the Western Front.

A: Each movement was very strong. I used to go to these Methodist
conferences somewhere in Albion when I was still in high school. They
kind of had a week summer conference. Well, a lot of times it was
peace issues and so on.

Q: Do you remember the Oxford Pledge?

A: Oh, sure.

Q: Were there any peace pledges in the Methodist church?

A: I don't remember that so much.
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Q: It was all in the air?

A: It was there. So, I guess the American Legion never really took a
step against me, but they were ready to.

Q: You heard that from people.

A: The socialism and pacifism were there and they were hoocked up with
the Christian faith a lot. At the same time I started to go with a
young woman whose father was a Methodist minister and that began to
have same influence.

Q: Did you ever talk about those issues with her?

A: Oh, yes. There was no problem there.

Q: How about these issues with your mother and father?

A: Well, it used to come up some. I think they were always worried.
Well, my mother, as long as it was in Christian terms, it was

acceptable

Q: It was fine.

A: Yes. But then when it began to get cutting . . .

Q: That little Marxism in there, she was worried.

A: Probably.

Q: You don't know that.

A: And my dad had very little interest in politics.

Q: He just wasn't a political person.

A: No, I don't think so at all. Not that I can remember.

Q: That's interesting that you got so interested in politics all your
life and he had none.

A: No, he had none. I remember first joining the Young Democrats in
town there way back. Then I finally decided that they weren't radical

enough at all and that I had to do something else. Then at that time,
too, the last year in high school, I almost joined the Abraham Lincoln

brn.gade in Spain.

Q: Did you really? Were there anybody else?

A: Well, there was another guy in town who avas thinking about this.
Q: How did you go about joining something like that?

A: Well, we really didn't know. We had heard about it and we had
begun to talk about it. We had begun to feel that "Gee, maybe that's
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something that ought to happen." I guess I kind of got caught up in
what do you do after high school. I began to think about college and

Q: Going off on travels or . . .

A: I don't know if it was any great option, but it was thought of.
Q: Sure. At least it was a part of the consciousness at that time.

A: Yes. Well, my dad broke his back in an automobile accident and T
had to drive him around cne sumer. That was kind of an interesting
time.

Q: Was that your senior year?

A: I think it was a junior year in high school probably. I drove him
all over the state because he couldn't drive much. He had to wear a
big brace. It was interesting because I kind of saw him selling
things. I think that kind of appealed to me too. Not that kind of
selling, but the idea of selling.

Q: The idea of getting in touch with people and urging them to do
things?

A: Yes,
Q: In a way, that's what you did all your life.

A: Well, that's richt, doing the sales stuff. I remember I really
got a kJ.ck out of that.

Q: Did you enjoy seeing what Michigan looked like, all over the state
of Michigan and the way peocple lived?

A: Yes. I got same feeling of that. He always called on retail
stores. In that sense, it . . .

Q: No, you didn't see that much then.

A: Well, T guess, it was about when I was a sophomore or something
like that the prohibition had been repealed. We started as kids to
really hit the wine and dances and stuff. Well, I really got to
hiting it pretty hard. My mother, of course, had terrible problems
with this because she never had a drop in her life.

Q: She was strict? For total prohibition?

A: My dad had, I am sure. He used to get out to Detroit and he would
get over to Canada for a shot. Well, I finally decided when I
graduated that summer. I went to work in the lumber camp up in
Wisconsin where I had an uncle who was a manager in this lumber mill
there. So, I stacked slabs and worked in the woods some that summer.
That was a good experience. I was really having to get out of the
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house because I couldn't deal with my mother any longer on that kind
of an issue.

Q: Did you have guilty feelings or just you didn't want your mother
to lay on you all the time?

Well, yes. She was after me all of the time.

So, that was a good way of getting . . .

It was a good way to do it and make some money to go onto college.
So, you'd always thought of going onto college?

Well, not really. It was influenced a lot by this young woman I
going with. He was, her father, the minister.

He said you ought to go.

Well, yes. Her brother was also--they were all collegye people.
Yes. Her people were professional.

My dad had never graduated from high school.

So, that you needed that push really?

Yes, that's right. I had never really thought much about that.

0??‘9??'9??‘9@??*9??'9??

That's interesting. So, before you went away to camp, did you
apply to Albion or did you put in your application with the minister's
help?

A: Yes. I had spent a day up there the spring of my senior year.

Q: Ard kind of liked it.

A: T had been there a couple of times on these peace things. That
kind of skidded the way too. It was a place I knew about. It was
only about fifty miles from home.

Q: Did you go with any other student? Did the young woman go?

A: She was older. By this time, she was at Barnard in Columbia, New
York.

Q: Right down from Union?

A: Yes, that's right. She had gone on. She was older.
Q: Okay. Were there any classmates going off to Albion?
A: Not from there.

Q: So, you had ncbody to go. You just went alone.
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A: Yes, it would come on me some times. Yes.

Q: Did it come on you that first night inthe . . .
A: Well, that's what I recall.

Q: I bet it did.

A: It did another time later on when I was really trying to decide
what. the hell to do.

Q: Yes.

A: But, yes, that first night was rather vivid in my mind. It was
kind of a, you know, the old thing goes 'click' and the quy walks
away. (laughs)

Q: Did you wonder if you were ever going to get out again. Yes. I
can imagine.

A: You've got to remember where you are.

Q: My gosh. Okay. What else do you remember? What else is
important about prison experience, that prison experience? You tried
to do a lot of reforming during this--race problems.

A: Well, yes. Well, let's see. Well, I guess some of these I guess
I put in the bock although . . .

Q: Tell them again.

A: I left a lot of them out, too.

Q: Right.

A: Well, the one I remember is . . . In the first place, after our
thirty days, we were all evaluated and given jobs and so on. I
think=--I've forgotten--I guess I was assigned to the library--or was
it Houser? I think I was. And, they put us all in separate cell
blocks with about maybe sixty or more other immates. So, if any of us
was alone in one of these--there wasn't any of us together. In other
mms - L] .

Q: They wanted to break you up. They didn't want . . . They did not
want any collusion.

A: This was another attempt to break us up, see?
Q: Right,

A: But, the backfire of that is that we got into the whole prison
body that way, you see. Because . . .

Q: (laughs) You spread your poison everywhere.













Donald Benedict 54

Q: Did they try to talk you out of what you were doing during that
time?

A: Well, they tried to get us to restate why we were there. This
]G_ndofthmg A lot of subtle stuff.

Q: But, not open?
A: No.
Q: But, subtle?

But, the guards, when you'd talk to them—-'cause they didn't care
what they said. But, the guards were interesting guys,

Q: What were they like? Do you remenber?
A:; Well, pretty ordinary quys. You know, most of them pretty

hicgh-quality quys to get in the prison system. You know, the federal
system at that level is pretty high quality.

Q: Yes. Pretty high quality?

A: I was pretty much--you didn't get any of the real thug kind of
guy. They were pretty well trained people, I think.

And, you didn't have a lot of violence in the yard.

No.

? ® Q

Like prisons are organized nowadays . . .

A: No. No, None of this gang stuff, And, I don't think you ever
got into this rape and that kind of stuff. I never had any fear of
that at all. You did your time.

Q: It just didn't occur to you?

A: Never did. You know, there were a lot of gay guys in there, But,
they pretty well separated the gays out . .

Q: Did they?

A: . . . into individual cell blocks if they knew them. At least they
didn't let them into the dormitories.

Q: They didn't?

A: Not that I know of.

Q: Yes.

A: Obviously, guys who were gay were in individual cell blocks.

Q: T see.
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Q: But, sometimes, you wonder if buildings aren't more of a hazard.

A: But in this case the people really fixed it up. They had a
tremendous thing going.

Q: Really. Did he bring his congregation with him?

A: Oh, yes. He had a big corgregation.

Q: He didn't have to build a congregation.

Mostly Baptist. This was a real traditional black church, with a
real traditional fundamentalist kind of guy. 2and, because he had been
turned on by this Haverhand thing, Ithoughthe'dbetheguythathad
something in the future . . .

Q: Well, that is actually the way the Northern Baptist accumulate
black churches. They don't start them from scratch.

A: That's right.

Q: They get them once they've been formed.

A: I thought we ought to have been doing all along.

Q: Oh, I agree, too.

A: With Walt's program. But, he never saw it that way.

Q: ©Oh, I think you're right. The Northern Baptist and Methodists in
Connecticut did that very successfully, whereas the Congregaticnalists
or UCC didn't do any of that. We just sold ocur own buildings.

A: That's the way to do it.

Q: No question about it. 8o, you did get back into the church
husiness., Into the black church business.

A: Yes. T began to feel-~you know, Jerry Wright--T put 100,000
dollars out on one day on that, on my own say so.

Q: Did you?
Sure.

A

Q: I didn't know you had done that.

A: Sure. That was the first money that he ever had.
Q: Well.

A: I went way out on a limb.

Q: You've never taken credit for that kind of thing.






















