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David Dellinger, July 7, 1988, Peacham, Vermont.
C. Arthur Bradley, Interviewer.

Q: What were the influences that brought you to the pacifist
position?

A: I think the key original influence was the New Testament. I grew
up bored with church and not very much in favor of it but I was a
reader. In junior high school I went to the New Testament to look up
scmething I had been reading. I think it was in Shelley. I have been
writing about this in an autcbiography so some of this is already in
my mind. I think it was samething in Shelley ut if not it was one of
the ramantic poets probably or novelists. To my utter amazement I was
thrilled by the Sermon on the Mount to begin with. As I say in my
autabiography, the words came alive completely differently than the
way they had been used against us in church. Against everything that
seemed to be fun and lively.

Q: Were you a member of a Congregational church?

A: I did helong to the Congregational church, I was baptized there
and I joined.

Q: It was very dull ard prohibitive?

A: It was, and the big emphasis was on original sin, etc. So that
was a sustaining influence and probably still is. But then when I
went to college I was again influenced by the University christian
Association, by Dwight Hall, and by groups, workshops and classes
whatever they had, discussion groups.

Q: But not in high school? There wasn't any group discussion?

A: Only with a couple of my closest friemds. I should say by the way
I wag also radicalized right around the same time that I discovered
the New Testament.

Q: Were you?

A: Well, naively radicalized. I made the mistake of falling in love
with a poor Irish girl and my best friend, because he and I were well
it wasn't just because that but he and I were two of the best athletes
in cur class, was a poor Italian boy and both of those were cutside
the pale of the society that I grew up in. So all those influences
came together and I think less with my girl friend than with my boy
friend, I discussed the New Testament. He and T together were
impressed by it, etc. We had various radical ideas about building a
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real church where they would live like the early Christians in which
you were 'neither rich or poor amongst them."

Q: The social distinctions in society really got to you? The fake
society?

A: Yes, on a very personal level but at the same time I discovered
the New Testament. But I still stayed cutside the church. But at
Yale, Dwight Hall was alive and Battel Chapel had a series of
brilliant speakers mostly from the outside. I couldn't tell you which
years but in the relatively early years I was very much influenced by
Norman Thamas and Reinhold Neibuhr, both of whom came there and spoke

there at least once if not twice a . By the time I had finished
at Yale I was disillusioned with 1d Neiluhr who began his
transition to Moral Man and Immoral Soci but actually it became
immoral man and Immoral society. by time I had refused to

register for the draft at Union Seminary, Reinhold Neiluhr was an
outspoken opponent of pacifism.

Q: VYes, he was, a very angry cpponent of it.

A: 'The day that eight of us went to jail he spoke in the chapel and
said, I don't know, the idea was that this was the most shameful day
of his ministry, that eight students at the seminary where he was
teaching had no right goirnyy to jail as pacifists,

Q: He must have beeh angry and upset?

A: Well yes, but my disillusiorment with Reinie had begun two or
three years before that.

Q: But Norman Thomas, you weren't disillusioned with him?

A: Well, I had my disappointments with Norman. I was on the
Executive Committee of the Socialist Party USA of which Norman was the
candidate and in 1939 or 1940 the Socialist Party, which was a force
then, it wasn't like it is today. held their armual convention I
guess, or bianmmual, I don't know, in waukee I think it was and
preceded and probably followed by a meeting of the executive committee
on vhich I sat. The sentiment of the Socialist Party majority was
against the war and in favor of the postion that the socialists, that
a few people like Jean Girat comes to mind, a couple of socialists had
taken in World War I in Furope. But mainly the socialist position was
that there had been a great betrayal of the working class and of the
internationalism of the movement because the socialists had endorsed
the war in Eurcpe, the French endorsed the French, the German endorsed
the German, etc. That was the prevailing sentiment in the Socialist
party U.S.A. in 1939 or 1940. It was more apt to be 1940. Norman
Thomas led the fight against an anti-war plank. I can remember to
this day, he was a brilliant orator and he made an appeal. I can
remenber him saying, "There is nothing that stands between us and the
Nazi barbarians except a wall of human bodies." And it wasn't just I.
I was a yourgster but Travis Clement and Lillian Siems, who were
editors of the Socialist ?t%—.:]['tmelder socialists, I mean Norman's
age probably or ma al e younger, with a long history and a lot
ofpmtigeofﬂmeylgawnarﬂI,methreeofus,Ivmldsayifnotto
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over-estimate my own role, but we lead the fight on the anti-war
position lut by a very narrow vote mainly because of Norman's

ard prestige, etc., it was defeated. later by 1943 or 1944 at the
latest, Norman who had said what his position was, critical support of
the war, but for a couple of years like everybody else who left the
opposition he was not at all critical. But after the U.S. saturation
bonbing of German cities and various other incidents.

Q: And total war?

A: Total war and insistence on unconditional surrerder rather than
working out any kind of honorable peace.

Q: Then he turned against it?

A: Well, he moderated his position and he spent a lot of time
attacking the total war position. So I wasn't disillusioned with
Norman Thomas the way I was disillusioned with Reinhold Neibuhr. I

t that within his own insights Thomas maintained his integrity
ard it was a very difficult situation with the Nazis being what they
were.

Q: Exactly. Did your situation adapt to that?

A: Well, see what happened to me, I had a fellowship to study at
Oxford, New College, Oxford, and actually I could have stayed the
second year but I gave it up because I thought I should be actively
involved in struggles. Strargely encugh I went back to Yale but
nonetheless at Dwight Hall there was cutside struggle as well as
inside struggle for the university employees.

Q: You were involved in that kind of thing?

A: But also in anti-war activity and so forth., But the thing is
because I was over there I traveled in Nazi Germany several times and
I stayed with Jewish families. After I had been at Oxford for a while
there was a German Rhodes Scholar there. Typically it was the
begiming of my learning some things such as the fact that no
dictatorship is ever total. As a total anti-fascist I was shocked to
find out that the Gexrman Rhodes Scholar who was in New College was an
anti-Nazi and I could not believe how could an anti-Nazi in 1936 get a
Rhodes scholarship which required local endorsements and all kind of
things. But Germany was spotted with anti-Nazis all the time.

him when I went back to Nazi Germany I had some, I guess I
should call it superficial, but I had contact with the anti-Nazi
movement. So I stayed with Jewish families. Then, when I came back
to the United States I joined those who were fighting for the U.S. to
lower its immigration barriers and admit Jewish refugees and it never
lowered them. It let in well known names like Albert Einstein, etc.
So the Jewish question was not to me a reason for supporting the war
because I knew the American govermment wasn't the least bit interested
in the Jews, wasn't even trying to save them.

Q: So it seemed like hypocrisy that they went on a grand crusade
related to the Jews.
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A: Yes, absolutely. Also, when I was at Union along with Don
Benedict and Meredith Dallas and two others who I guess probably
registered for the draft. But anyway Dal and Benedict and I and one
or two others moved into Harlem in Jamuary of ocur first year there
against the opposition of the seminary which threatened to expel us if
we did it. So we did it anyway and I think they decided that it would
not be a good public relations to expel people for doing that. Wwhat
Henry Sloane Coffin, the president, said to us was that we were a
religious commmity and we were breaking the cammmity by liv:
outside it. But to me it was a flawed commmity because it basically,
although there were one or two blacks in the student body, it had its
back turned to Harlem and was cultivating middle and upper middle
class and wealthy.,

Q: Ard all the directors were from Wall Street?

A: Exactly. So we moved there but mearnwhile I had taken my field
work as an assistant minister at the Jube Memorial Church in Newark,
New Jersey which was an immer-city church whose members all had moved
to the suburbs and whose minister had moved to the suburbs. I was in
charge of the camumnity program in an inter-racial impoverished area
and so when we finished our first year at Union and we moved out of
Harlem, and Dal and Don Benedict and I and same others moved into
Newark, and I was put in charge of the summer program. Not just the
camunity but the entire church, actually of three churches. It's
hard to believe kut the ministers tock two month vacations. We had ;
union services and I ran them. Anyway through that contact, you know, i
this is the depression remember, I knew that the American govermment
as far as I was concerned was not interested in the American pecple,
that is the poor pecple, the blacks and the poor whites and was not
interested in the Jewish pecple. So the idealism of the war did not
appeal to me and wasn't a challenge to my pacifism.

Q: That's very interesting. So that the fact that society was so
corrupt you felt that cbviously it had to protect itself by war?

A: Yes, ard later they described this as the American century.
Actually to win dominance, worldwide dominance econcmically.

Q: Imperalism. Certainly we became dominant after war. So you were
right in that sense.

A: I should say that in September of 1936, while I was on the ship
vavctuallyg::;‘:-LxrtxgtxoEurqaewhichprcvbablywms in June, the Spanish Civil
ar broke .

Q: How did that affect you?

A: Well it affected me, I was traveling with my college rocmmate who
was going to come back. We were in Paris at the end of August getting
ready for him to come back and I was to go to Geneva and meet
else. We stayed by accident in a Quaker hotel in Paris and at
breakfast--it was kind of a family atmosphere. It was just an
inexpensive hotel that we happened to run into. I know coming in at
night we had to step over the bodies of people sleeping in the
streets, in the sidewalks, and in the entrance to the hotel. We came
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in late at night as two young pecple. At breakfast the next morning
there was an elderly, sweet old Quaker lady speaking very loudly about
they couldn't get to go to Spain as an ambulance driver. That
they had ambulances wai to be delivered to Spain ard the first two
times that pecple had gone they had driven the ambulances over the
border and joined the army or samething or they used them to bring
quns, something of that kind and they had these ambulances waiting for
some true pacifist. So I immediately went up to their table because
she was obviously speaking for effect for a wider audience and I asked
her ard said I would volunteer. I asked her for the address and I
went down to the adiress and they had no ambulances.

Q: They had no ambulances?

A: No, not ready to go ard they said come back next month maybe. So
T went on to Geneva as plamned. When I got to Geneva I was met at the
train station by my friend who was another Yale student who had a
fellowship to study at Oxford. He said, "How would you like to go to
Spain?" I said, "What?" I told him what happened to me. He had been
on a trip to the Soviet Union sponsored by the American Student Union
which was basically a pro- Soviet group but he was not particularly as
far as T know. Kind of an interesting thing, he was the roommate of
W. W. Rostow, who later became the advisor to Kemnedy and Johnson.

Q: Rostow was at Yale College.

A: Yes, and actually his roommate had a fellowship in Cambridge but
Walt Rostow had one in Oxford. All through 1936 to 1937 I had dinner
with Walt Rostow every night in Oxford, Rostow at his college and
mine, Well we had been at the same college at Yale and he was more
radical than I was.

Q: In those days?

A: In those days. I always thought he belonged to the Young
Ommnglostslague.fliehadmeirlin; Hewasarrti-capitalisij;lHe
used berate me for being so slow camirg al and especially for
not believing in the Soviet Union. o

Q: Now how did you distinguish between—-you were a socialist ut why
did you feel that you didn't . . .

A: Well those were the very mixh debated days about the . . .

Q: United Fromt?

A: Well, not just that--that came later--well I think about the
Stalinist trials, were they fakes or were they capitalist propaganda,
did they really take place, etc.? I was puzzled and read everything I
could but I was always less of a centralist I guess, I didn't believe
in big state bureaucracy. |

Q: And you felt that the Soviet was a bureaucracy?

A: Yes, plus I learned--from my reading I was upset by the trials. I
couldn't take a dogmatic position on them.
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Q: There were many people who left Commmism with the trials.
A: Well when they found about them, that's right.
Q: Even at the time.

A: Then actually later when I was back at Dwight Hall I kept
Closer and closer to--well I worked with Communists, people that I
suspected as Camumists or I knew in same cases, on a mmber of labor
issues and we picketed together. I thought that I was going to end up
joining the Commmnist Party. I was invited to a Commecticut
conference, a state convention of the Commmist Party. I attended as
an observer and I thought, well this is probably it. But instead of
being attracted to it I fourd all kinds of behind~-the-scenes
manipulation. I found out through friend who was in the party,
that I knew was in the party and invited me to come, and just the
whole tone of the debates and the way the leadership in the end
daminated and controlled things.

Q: Do you think it was because your mind, to the same reason that the
organized church turned you off?

A: Yes, maybe it could be.

Q: That you thought this is just another human institution that is
manipulating pecple?

A: Yes, but you see I always hesitate to say this without saying that
a lot of wonderful pecple joined the Commmnist party. So I don't mean
it as any reflection on them but I was just morally offended by the
tmaoftheconventimmﬂbywhateverclosecontactsIhadwithparty
executives in New Haven and in Connecticut. Also in Spain I'm
sure--we went as official student cbservers. It had been arranged on
the trip to the Soviet Union that Bob Rosenbaum was on. So our
contacts in Spain were with Commmist party heads. The contacts were
not limited to them because we didn't allow them to be but I got a
mixed message from them. I got some warning signals from how they
were. There were a lot of Cerman Commmists who were in Spain. I
forget whether through them also that I got a few contacts that I used
later-—anyway through them I began to have same hesitations.

Q: Did you associate at all with the anarchist wing because they were
apartof . . .

A: T became more of an anarchist step by step but what happened was,
again I can show you, I can even give you a printout of a chapter in
my autcbiography where I've written about that. Mostly I haven't
gotten to these years but I have flashed forward. Well Spain was in
the context of what I am covering now. I mentioned that the
Cammunists had a sector and the Trotskyites had a sector and the
Anarchists had a sector. The Conmnists were shooting at the
Trotskyites and the Trotskyites were shooting at the Commmists. When
our car made a wrong turn and went into the Anarchist sector we met
another blast of gunfire and the car backed up.

Q: ' You never went to the Anarchist section then?











































David Dellinger 20

Q: Even the War Resisters didn't do it? Although they were secular
and not connected with the churches?

A: But samehow there was more support there. I switched loyalties

from the FOR to the WRL I think at that time. Well I guess it must

have been, I guess some pecple did. ©Oh yes, Jessie Wallace Huen, who

was one of the founders of the league, and Francis Witherspoon,

another founder of the league, and the early suffragettes, they

supported us. But Abe Kauffman, who was the executive secretary, ran _ g
the thing was apoplectic against us. |

Q: You divided the radical commmity.
A: Yes, absolutely. Even A. J. Muste who everybody thinks of as a .

Q: Think of him as the most radical of radicals.

A: Yes, and he gave us no support. ILater when his age group came to
register he did not register himself, but he did not support us. I
mean now whenever his time came was probably a couple of year later,
so maybe we had an influence on him, who knows. But I have to say A.
J. was one of the early people who had encouraged my pacifism. I
worked closely with him, I was on the executive camittee of the FOR
ard he was the executive director.

Q: In what years 1937 to 19397

A: Well T don't know when it began, but certainly when I moved to New
York 1939 to 1940. I certainly did then. They had an office on 2020
Broadway and I used to go over there, etc.

Q: What gave you the most fun about organizing in those days? why
did you do it?

A: Well the thing is, I mean I did it as a natural impulse of
brotherhood and sisterhood like you say. But we got a tremendous kick
cut of working with the kids in Newark. I was telling these two
girls, we went over to North Danville [Vermont] last night for
scmething and we had to stop while some cows crossed the road. T was
kidding Tanya, I was saying, "Well here we are in Times Square, the
cows are crossing the road." Some of that made me think about the
fimttripwtookinab;saxttoﬂ:emrkmristianmlmyqztto
the old Emons farm, the first busload. We got part way there and all
of a sudden—I can even remember her name, a girl named Maggie
DeReimer. She suddenly was at the window. She said, "oh, a cow." I
thoughtthebuswasgomgtogettippedwerwiththestanpede,
everybody ran to the window to see the cow. They had never seen a
cow. Even before that when I was still the first year going to Union,
amongst other things I organized a baseabll team, you know, a boys'
team. I forget the end of the season or samething I wanted to take
them on this little treat. I asked them where they wanted to go and I
forget if I said something like, "Would you like to go to New York?"
They had never been to New York City. By now I take it for granted.
I understand that, but at the time it was opening my eyes to same


















































































































































































































