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We Gave Peace A Chance—So Can You:  

The Vietnam Moratorium Committee 

 at Ball State University, 1969-1970 

Address by Mary Munchel Posner, former director of VMC , 

on October 11, 2019 
 

 

(The video of MEP on NBC News will be shown before MEP speaks.) 

 

 

 It has been fifty years since I was interviewed by NBC News--and some things 

have NOT changed.  If being for peace is revolutionary, then I AM STILL a 

REVOLUTIONARY! 

 

 

                                                               *** 

 

 

 Thank you for the kind introduction, Michael.  I also want to thank Michael for 

co-chairing this event from the very beginning.  We have been a real team.  This 

conference would not be taking place without his tireless efforts to make it happen. 

 

 

                                                               *** 

 

 

 There are several other people I wish to thank. 

 

 Dr. David Perkins, a recently retired professor of psychology here at Ball State, 

was the first person to whom I spoke about commemorating the 50th anniversary of the 

Vietnam Moratorium Committee. 

 

 David and I attended graduate school together at Indiana University.  I reached 

out to him about two years ago and asked him if he thought it would be feasible to have a 

50-year commemoration.  He immediately put me in touch with Dr. Doyle, and things 

went from there. 

 

 I want to thank Mary Gomes and Charles Heitkamp, who were key members of 

the original Vietnam Moratorium Committee and came to the first meeting of our 

anniversary steering committee. 
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 Bill Britton, another original member of the VMC, has been a great help in 

community outreach and a source of moral support for me. 

 

 I want to add my thanks to the many departments here at BSU, and other 

individuals who generously donated funds for this event. 

 

 Finally I want to thank my husband, Lou Posner.  He was serving as a journalist 

in the Navy in Vietnam at the same time I was organizing protests against the war.  

Fortunately, he agreed with what I was doing, and even risked court martial to write an 

essay--for the underground newspaper at Ball State, "The Only Alternative"--about why 

we should not be in Vietnam.  I am the secretary who typed up that essay in 1970.  We 

met when he returned from Vietnam and the rest is history.  Thanks for all your help, 

Lou. 

 

 

                                                              *** 

 

 

 So, why are we commemorating something that happened 50 years ago?  Because 

thousands of people around the world CONTINUE to protest war and social injustice and 

to advocate for peace, freedom and equality.  The issues have not gone away. 

 

 I have actually thought about what we did on that October 15th of 1969, every 

year for the past 50 years, and I feel proud that I was involved in such a historical 

moment in our nation's history.  I often think about the people who participated at the 

time, and it was a pleasure to reunite with many of them last night at dinner.  It is not 

widely known that students at Ball State University were involved in antiwar protests 

back then.   So...I think it is incumbent upon those of us who were there at the time to 

share with you what we were able to do and how rewarding it was to do it. 

 

 

                                                             *** 

 

 Today we want to rekindle the spirit of that Vietnam Moratorium Committee.  

Our country is facing many challenges these days, and current Ball State and high school 

students and people from the Muncie community may think that there isn't much they can 

do.  But there are MANY things you can do!  Hopefully, our story will inspire a new 

generation to  

 

1. believe in themselves and 

2. believe in the power of a small, committed group of people to make a difference. 

 

As Helen Keller admonished us, "I am one, but I am still one.  I cannot do everything, but 

I can still do something.  And because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the 

something that I can do." 
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 Just as we lit a memorial flame to start the November moratorium in 1969, we 

want to rekindle the flame of responsibility, dedication and hope that is needed to carry 

the message of peace and social justice forward into today's world. 

 

 

                                                            *** 

 

 

 To put things in context, we can ask what were things like at Ball State in 1969 

compared with today?  Back then there were only about 17,000 students compared with 

today's 23,000.  Tuition was $540 annually.  Today, it's about $16,000.  We used "rotary" 

phones with long cords instead of smartphones.  We typed our papers on manual 

typewriters rather than laptops.  The biggest appliance in our dorm rooms was a popcorn 

popper.  Female students often wore skirts because that was expected in some classes.  

During the same month that the first Vietnam Moratorium Committee protest took place, 

600 male students staged a panty raid.  It is hard to even imagine that now. 

 

 

 But there was always a small group of students attempting to bring attention to 

important current issues. I believe that this impulse is still true today.  The Activist Fair 

and Poster Session that will take place outside this room later on today is proof that that 

kind of involvement is still alive. 

 

 

                                                            *** 

 

 

 Prior to the Vietnam Moratorium Committee’s activities, there was little interest--

on the BSU campus--in protesting the Vietnam War. 

 

 In October of 1967, 23 Ball State students attended the National Mobilization to 

End the War in Vietnam, held in Washington, D.C.  Twenty-three BSU students out of 

200,000 protestors isn't much, but it was a start.  These students had formed the Student 

Liberal Action Movement, which confronted the issue of military recruitment on campus 

by protesting against recruiters in the Student Center. 

 

 Very early in 1968 public sentiment regarding the Vietnam War shifted 

dramatically, owing to North Vietnam's and the Viet Cong's massive offensive on the day 

of the Vietnamese new year, called Tet.  The majority of Americans was now in favor of 

our getting out of Vietnam. 

 

 A crucial change at Ball State was the initiation of an underground newspaper, 

"The Only Alternative," edited by Carl Van Buskirk and David Johnson.  I attribute my 

own political awakening and my willingness to start the Vietnam Moratorium Committee 

to this newspaper.  Back in the '60's, students' only access to television was in the 

dormitory lounge.  There were no TV's in our rooms.  The internet hadn't yet been 
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invented.  President Nixon did not bombard us daily with Twitter feeds.    Because I 

didn't read a daily newspaper, “The Only Alternative" was my lifeline to the wider world.  

I was especially affected by stories about the war in Vietnam.  A photo of the results of 

our use of napalm moved me to my core.  I could not believe that good Americans could 

do such horrendous things to our fellow human beings. 

 

 During the summer of 1969, I was employed as a clerk-typist at an insurance 

company in Indianapolis.  I got tired of the mindless chit-chat during our coffee and 

lunch breaks and decided to post a photo on the office bulletin board of people who had 

been napalmed.  Boy--was I naive!  It did not take long for me to be called into the 

conference room for a meeting with my supervisor.  I was accused of being a Communist 

and was told that postings like that did not belong in the office.   He almost fired me, but 

gave me a second chance if I would be quiet.  Later that summer, I requested time off to 

attend the National Student Congress in Texas.  The management of the company refused 

my request.  They told me that I couldn't change the world and that I should stick to "the 

system."  That was my last day on that job. 

 

 It was the also the last day of my old life as a quiet sorority girl. 

 

       I did go to Texas, and that is where I learned about the national Vietnam Moratorium 

Committee.  I returned to Ball State in the fall and tried to find someone with experience 

to head up a Moratorium committee on campus.  No one wanted the job, so I stepped up 

and took charge.  Frankly, I didn't know what I was doing, but my heart knew it was the 

right thing to do.  I tell this story in the hopes that someone in the audience will listen to 

his or her own heart and do what needs to be done to make our world a better place. 

 

 

                                                            *** 

 

 

 There isn't time for me to give a history of the war in Vietnam, but let me take a 

moment or so to let you know how the national Vietnam Moratorium Committee came 

about. 

 

 After Richard Nixon took office in 1969, Americans continued to lose their lives 

in Vietnam at the alarming rate of almost 250 a week.  Although Nixon talked about 

plans for "peace with honor," nothing seemed to change.  Jerome Grossman, a political 

activist from Massachusetts, called for a general strike if the war did not end by October 

of 1969.  David Hawk, Sam Brown, David Mixner, Marge Sklenkar and others began to 

organize the Vietnam Moratorium Committee.  Brown's concept was that protests should 

take place in communities rather than on university campuses so that people in the 

heartland would feel like the issue belonged to them. 

 

 The idea was to have a series of monthly moratoriums on "ordinary activities," 

starting with October 15, 1969, as a way of pressuring the government to end the war.  

The national committee encouraged people in communities all around the country to 
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organize their own events on that day. It turned out to be the largest nationwide peace 

demonstration in US history.  Some two million people took part in hundreds of 

locations.   Ball State was one of those places. 

 

 

                                                                 *** 

 

 We held the first meeting of the Ball State Vietnam Moratorium Committee in 

September, 1969.  There were probably 20-30 students who attended.  Several of those 

former students are with us here today.  We were brimming with enthusiasm, dedication 

and hope but short on experience and knowledge of how to get things done. 

 

 The Ball State Student Senate refused to support the VMC—twice.  The Ball 

State Daily News editorialized against us. 

 

 I was shocked. 

 

 I knew we would have an uphill battle, but this was the first sign of what a steep 

incline we were facing.  We were truly on our own.  [Pause...] 

 

 Our little group worked feverishly to plan a program for the month of October.  

We were lucky to have political science professor, Quentin Davis, as our faculty advisor. 

Our focus was on education.  We believed that if people were educated about what was 

going on in Vietnam, they would naturally want to put an end to the war.  We printed 

leaflets about the war to hand out, ordered buttons to sell to raise money, organized 

teach-ins and speeches on various aspects of the war, and showed to a film. 

 

 We made a decision to read the names--on the steps of the Administration 

Building--of all the American servicemen who had already died in Vietnam.  We planned 

to end the day with a memorial service. 

 

 It was hard to sleep on the eve of October 15th.  We didn’t know what to expect.  

We woke up to a beautiful fall day and were very grateful for that. We had scheduled 

events throughout the day.   

 

 The Newman Center, the place where Catholic students gathered, declared a 

"Peace Week" and held a special mass.  Members of the committee, including myself, 

took turns reading the names of all the servicemen who had died in the war.  [Pause...]  

As each name was read, the people gathered around said the words, "is dead" in a somber 

chorus.  We did this with respect and concern, and it made the consequences of being in 

that war even clearer.  More than one of us cried after we read our list of names.  It took 

24 hrs. to read them all. 

 

 The reading of the names of the war dead proved to be extremely controversial.  

Many people felt it was a betrayal to use the names of men and women who had believed 

in what they were fighting for.  Our committee believed that the true betrayal was 
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perpetrated by Richard Nixon, Lyndon Johnson, and presidents and administrations 

stretching back to Dwight D. Eisenhower. 

 

 Our local committee ALWAYS supported our veterans, both on and off-campus.  

Basically, we didn't want any more soldiers to be killed for a manifestly unjust cause.  

Benner Davenport, who is with us here today, started "Veterans for Peace" on campus, 

and many vets returning to the States, including my future husband, bravely wore buttons 

proclaiming that they were "Vietnam Veterans Against the War." 

 

 I should note that a different kind of movement sprang up at Ball State while we 

were planning protests against the war.  Mary Lynn Whitcomb started Project Faith, and 

gathered over 4,000 signatures in support of President Nixon.  Her main argument was 

that our president knew more about what was going on than we did, so we should have 

"faith."  I have to agree that President Nixon knew more than we did, and he and his 

administration and military commanders lied to us about what was really going on over 

there in Southeast Asia.  Later, the bombing of Cambodia showed us the extent of all of 

Nixon's lies. 

 

 

                                                     *** 

 

 We had barely recovered from the October event when we had to begin preparing 

for the November moratorium.  In order to avoid diverting attention from the issues of the 

war, we decided to omit the reading of the names of fallen servicemen.  We also had to 

prepare for TWO days since the original idea of the national VMC was to add one day of 

civic action each month until the war ended. 

 

 On campus, we focused on handing out leaflets, sponsoring forums and speeches, 

and the lighting of a memorial flame.  At least 250 people marched to downtown Muncie 

one evening to hear a speech by John Balaban, a professor from Penn State, who had 

gone to Vietnam on humanitarian missions several times.  The Daily News actually 

praised our peaceful efforts for a change.  The day after our own protests concluded, 35 

of us traveled to join 500,000 protestors in Washington, D.C. for what was then the 

largest antiwar protest ever held.  I still have my black armband and a button from that 

day. 

 

                                           *** 

 

 

 No rest for the weary.  As soon as we got back, we started planning for the 3-day 

moratorium in December, which was focused on distributing leaflets in the community.  

As the earlier NBC News report documented, we were unable to get a permit to use the 

courthouse plaza itself  for our demonstration in Muncie, but we decided to protest in 

front of the plaza.  You already heard what happened there.  I can still hear the sound of 

those guns being fired over our heads. 
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                                                          *** 

 

 

 Fortunately, moratorium days were reduced to just one in January.  Local high 

school students led the organization efforts for a celebration of Martin Luther King's 

birthday on Jan. 15th, and we filled a church in south Muncie.  We also focused on 

working in the community and canvassing students in dorms. 

 

                                                *** 

 

 February was our opportunity to confront President Nixon head-on. 

 

 He was coming to Indianapolis, and we intended to be right in front of him...or so 

we thought... 

 

 Our group headed to Indianapolis on a bus with signs that read, "Books Not 

Bombs."  We were confined to an area behind some buses so that we could not be seen.  

School bands played in front of us so we could not be heard.  And police on rooftops 

aimed rifles at us so we could not get "out of hand." 

 

 

                                                            *** 

 

 Our efforts in March focused on draft resistance.  Over 140 potential draftees 

signed a "we won't go" petition.  Following the televised report by NBC News that you 

saw at the beginning of my presentation, and the persistent efforts of Charlie Heitkamp, 

we finally got permission to use the Court House Plaza in Muncie for the next 

moratorium observance. 

 

 

                                                            *** 

 

 

 In April, the VMC observed a three-day fast.  The proceeds of the money saved 

by not eating were to be donated to help refugees and injured civilians in Vietnam.  Many 

of us fasted, but the university refused to reimburse the money saved by skipping meals, 

so very little money was raised.  The chairman of the national Vietnam Moratorium 

Committee, Sam Brown, was our major speaker at our downtown "Taxpayers' Rally."  It 

was our biggest rally so far and attracted 350 protestors.  David Kamens--here today--

who was running for Congress on the Republican ticket also spoke. 

 

 

                                                          *** 
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 After the April moratorium, the national committee was disbanded due to massive 

debts.  On the Ball State campus, activism focused on the environment, and the first Earth 

Day on April 22, 1970 drew wide support.  As if we were no longer paying attention, 

Nixon decided to bomb Cambodia shortly after that.  Kent State students protesting 

against the Cambodian bombings were gunned down on May 4th by the National Guard.                    

The newly formed New Left Coalition at Ball State immediately organized a protest, and 

the student body was finally awakened to our cause.  Over 2,000 people participated in a 

sit-in demonstration and President Pruis agreed to fly the flag at half-mast.  Some 

demonstrators were clearly against the invasion of Cambodia.  Others were shocked by 

the murders of four students in neighboring Ohio. 

 

 During the final month of the academic year, Students for Peace and other causes 

struggled to find their way.  We expanded our concerns from a focus on peace in 

Vietnam to other issues such as racial equality, women's liberation, and the environment.  

We encouraged people to volunteer in the political campaigns of peace candidates, and 

many of us did that.  Our small but mighty cadre moved on with our lives, but most of us 

have continued to fight for peace and social justice in our own ways.  In any way we can. 

 

 

                                                               *** 

 

 

 So, as I look back over 50 years, what lessons do I have to share about how to 

make a difference in today's world? 

 

 First of all, you have to be able to imagine--as John Lennon encouraged all of us 

to do--"Imagine all the people, living life in peace." 

 

 Second, you have to try.  Martin Luther King said that "the arc of the moral 

universe is long, but it bends...towards justice."  Bruce Springsteen later added, "And that 

arc doesn't bend on its own." 

 

 Third, you have to find an issue that moves you.  For me, it was the picture of 

those bodies burned by napalm.  I don't know what it will be for you.  Perhaps it will be 

the photo of a young father and his toddler curled in a final watery embrace after a failed 

attempt to immigrate to America, "the land of opportunity."  Perhaps it will be the picture 

of yet one more pile of flowers and teddy bears and photos of people who have been 

gunned down by someone with a firearm.  Perhaps it will be the video of an unarmed 

man shot by police officers who acted before they knew the whole story.  Perhaps it will 

be the image of starving children who cannot escape the consequences of climate change-

-or just a polar bear stranded on that last piece of ice. 

 

 I do not know WHAT will move you.  But I am confident that you will be moved 

to act and soon. 
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 Unfortunately, there are too many choices.  But whatever it is that moved your 

heart, act on it--do something about it.  Like Emma Gonzalez and David Hogg after their 

classmates at Parkland High School were killed, you may decide to shout, "Never 

Again."  Like Greta Thunberg, the young Swedish climate change warrior, you may 

decide that it is more important to save the planet than to attend classes.  Greta told us, 

"Adults keep saying that we owe it to the young people, to give them hope, but I don't 

want your hope.  I don't want you to be hopeful.  I want you to panic.  I want you to 

feel the fear I feel every day.  I want you to act.  I want you to act as you would in a 

crisis.  I want you to act as if the house is on fire.  Because it is!" 

 

 I don't know what will move you to take action or what role you will decide to 

take, but I do know that doing nothing can no longer be an option.  There is too much at 

stake for all of us.  It is time for everyone to feel the fire we felt in the '60's and rekindle 

that flame. 

 

 In line with Ball State's inspiring new campaign, I think it is time to MAKE 

SOME SPARKS FLY!!!! 

 

YOU CAN DO IT!!!!!!!!!!      

 

Thank you. 
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