
MAY 1, 2018: A BRIEF LOOK BACK – AND FORWARD – 300 YEARS 
By Dick Bernard 

June, 1941: My career as an observer of national and global relationships began at (and on) Long Beach CA, 
when I was fourteen months old.  My grandparents Bernard wintered there from 1937.  During our single 
visit from N. Dakota, their son, Dad’s brother, my Uncle Frank, showed up on shore leave from his ship, 
docked at San Pedro between 17 June and 1 July, 1941.  Five months later, Dec. 7, 1941, Uncle Frank and 
his ship, the USS Arizona, went down at Pearl Harbor.  “Peace times” have been rare in my years since.   
  
50 years ago, May 1, 1968 came the UN Flag raising at Minneapolis City Hall (see 
http://www.outsidethewalls.org/blog/march-5-1968/ ).  I was three days from 28, in my third year as single 
parent of a four-year old son, teaching Junior High in Blaine MN, living in Spring Lake Park.  Being an activist 
was not on my personal radar May 1, 1968.  I had no notion of the raising of the UN flag at Minneapolis City 
Hall; nor any idea about sponsors United Nations Association (UNA) and World Federalists (since 2004, 
Citizens for Global Solutions).  When it came to the peace and justice movement, I missed the 1960s. 
 
The main actors at Minneapolis City Hall May 1, 1968, were, to the best of my knowledge, all white men, in 
their 40s and 50s.   Most of them had lived through the Great Depression and World War II.  Minneapolis 
Mayor Arthur Naftalins file about the UN flag raising that May 1 includes 18 letters concerning the flag from 
men and women  around the U.S., 13 were anti-flag, anti-UN and internationalism.   Four of the letters 
came from Minneapolis-Hennepin County – one pro, two against, one uncertain. 
 
In 1964, the World Federalists in Minnesota (WFA), primary movers for the UN flag, had only 734 members 
(18,259 in national).  Many members, perhaps most, were also involved in UNA advocacy.  WFA had very 
low dues.   The successful UN flag initiative needed the leadership of a group of active volunteers willing to 
work together and to work hard. 
 
The UN flag raising was a remarkable accomplishment.  The coalition that put up the flag was bipartisan, 
civic and religious and business leaders.  1968 was a particularly violent year, including, by May 1, the 
assassination of Martin Luther King on April 4, and the deadly Tet offensive of the Vietnam War.  (The 1968 
Exhibit at Minnesota History Center is well worth your time – it runs through mid-Jan 2019.) 
 
After 1968.  I first became an activist for peace and justice in October, 2001, when we started to bomb 
Afghanistan after 9-11.  My stand, then, was simple, not idealistic: I could see no good resulting from 
bombing and revenge.  Iraq was not even on my mind.  94% of Americans thought the bombing justified. 
 
At May 1, 2018, I perceive a hunger for peace at least as great as 50 years ago, likely even more so.  But 
today the peace and justice community seems fragmented into “silos”.  We do not cooperate well, even as 
“birds of a feather”.  And we seem, as a society, to be in a ‘civil war’, not unlike the carnage of 1861-65, 
only with a different kind of ‘bloodshed’.  Character assassination and lies are the weapons of choice. 
 
2068?  To look at the future, I choose a quick mental review of the past.  We humans are the creatures of 
habit.  Our own privilege of intelligence, enhanced by what is called “progress”, is often not our friend.   
 
A main observation about 1968 in Twin Cities was that leadership, then, was young people, in their 50s or 
younger - people in their prime of life.  This is normal.  Our decision makers have usually been young 
people.  George Washington had just turned 57 when he became first President of the United States.    
 
For thought, I divided U.S. (and world) history into 50 year segments, as follows: 



1768 
1818 
1868 
1918 

1968 
2018 
2068 
 

In 1768, the U.S.  Declaration of Independence was eight years in the future.  In 1759, nine years earlier, 
neighboring Quebec, homeland of my French ancestors beginning in 1608, became part of the British 
empire (itself, then, one of perhaps 40 or so nations, as defined at the time.)   
 
Every 50 year segment includes war; each one more sophisticated and deadly.  Until very recently in U.S. 
history leadership has been the exclusive preserve of white men (who still, today, continue to dominate, 
though nervously).    Race and gender still are viewed as impediments – a national albatross, in my opinion. 
 
2018 might be a turning point toward genuine change.  “Might” and “genuine” are very big words. 
 
The United Nations was born of war and is controlled to this day by the five powers who won WWII.  At this 
moment, four of these powers, U.S., England, France and Russia, are aligned against each other, supporting 
factions in Syria and elsewhere in the Middle East.  On the other hand, COP23 (Bonn) continues the work 
done in Paris in 2015.  Bonn was led by smaller countries, with the U.S. not even officially present.  “As we 
speak” North and South Korea present very compelling possibilities and dilemmas.  I shared a personal 
opinion on the Korean peninsula in my blog March 14: http://outsidethewalls.org/blog/korea/ U.S./China. 
 
There seems hope: “MeToo” has entered the American vocabulary; Black Lives Matter; Parkland.  2042 is 
the year when, likely, minority becomes majority in the U.S.  Those who are now considered “minority”, 
joined by many of us in the “majority”, can enable positive change long before 2042. 
 
As I look at things like modifications to the now elderly United Nations system I am hopeful.  Agencies 
which are really offshoots of the United Nations are accomplishing things even if the UN itself is hampered 
by its own outdated governance machinery, such as the veto privilege.  Change happens through 
alternative systems already in place through assorted national alliances, UN related agencies, NGOs, etc. 
 
Change is not easy.  I see us, today, in some ways in a situation somewhat like 1868, the chaotic post-Civil 
War period.  Our future can be very promising, or deadly.  We’ll decide our fate, wisely or carelessly. 
 
In 1968, in Minneapolis and Hennepin County MN, a small group of hard-working young citizens in the 
Twin Cities accomplished something very significant.  They made a big difference, which lives on. 
 
The best gift we elders must give the young are our own memories of the good and not so good of our own 
past; as well as the needed resources and the freedom to build a better future which will endure to 2068 
and beyond.   The future and its consequences are and must be in their hands. 
 
My contribution to the continuing conversation: In 2008-09 I tried to articulate my concerns in a series of 
Uncomfortable Essays to the local Peace and Justice Community.  These remain on the internet at 
http://www.outsidethewalls.org/blog/ (search words “Uncomfortable Essays”). 


