Peace activists mark Iraq war anniversary with rallies

Several anti-war events planned throughout week
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CAPITAL REGION — This week marks the fifth anniversary of the American invasion in Iraq, and peace activists are planning events to mark the toll the war has taken at home and abroad.

Five years at war

Click here for a series of video reports on the fifth anniversary of the Iraq War, including: 

  A look-back at five years at war 

  The legacy of President Bush as told through his speeches since 2003 

  President Bush looks back on the war in a speech at the Pentagon 

  A status update from the Pentagon on where the war is today and where it's headed 

  How the war is impacting the 2008 presidential campaign 

  A four-part interview with former AP Baghdad Chief of Bureau Steve Hurst on living in Iraq 

  The stories of family members who lost loved ones in the conflict, and how they’re coping now 

Nearly 4,000 Americans have died in the war in Iraq and at least 29,395 U.S. troops have been wounded in action, according to the Pentagon.

A display in the Waterford-Halfmoon High School includes photographs of people killed in the war as well as calculations of the cost, in dollars, of the military’s extended stay.

Special education teacher Ken Williams is the faculty adviser to the district’s Peace Club.

“We have about 15 students who meet weekly and go to regular events with other high schools,” he said. “We hold rallies whenever military recruiters come to the school, and we set up a table to show students the alternatives to joining the military.” He said the group is not anti-military. Rather, they strive to give students information about other options after graduation.

“Our table has information about trade schools, the Peace Corps and other alternatives to joining the military,” he said. “We support the troops who made a choice to join. But, we are concerned about them and that they get the care they need when they get home.”

Concern for veterans returning from war is also uppermost on the minds of a group called Grannies for Peace.

Maud Easter of Albany is not a grandmother, but she said she is of the age when many of her peers are grannies.

“Grannies for Peace includes about 65 women from the Capital Region. While a vast majority are grandmothers, it is not a requirement,” she said.

Grannies for Peace is an offshoot of the group Women Against War.

“We are concerned about the young people going to war and we want to protect them. We advocate for diplomacy and we focus our presence on the human cost to veterans of the war,” she said. “We hold vigils and focus attention on the inadequacy of provisions of services to vets.”

Sue Clark of Troy is another “granny” and she is also a member of Peace Action and Quaker Meeting.

“All of these groups have been holding weekly vigils on Wednesdays in front of the Capitol since the week after 9/11,” she said. “We started in September of 2001 hoping to prevent the war.”

Grannies for Peace is co-sponsoring a vigil in front of the Capitol in Albany from noon to 1 p.m. today.

The event, also sponsored by MoveOn.org, is one of 20 vigils nationwide coordinated by the groups to draw attention to the anniversary of the war’s start and the needs of returning vets who have physical and emotional needs, Easter said.

She said the groups will also have representatives at Saturday’s Peace Rally in Albany.

Organizers said about 1,000 people attended last year’s rally.

This Saturday’s event will begin at 1:30 p.m. at the Capitol with music and speakers followed by what is being called a “walking memorial to the many lost at war.”

In Saratoga Springs, the group Veterans For Peace will be sponsoring an anti-war film all afternoon today and into the evening at the Saratoga County Arts Center, 320 Broadway.

The short documentary “Winter Soldier” will be played each half hour from 1 to 9 p.m. in the center’s theater.

MoveOn.org local spokeswoman Gail Capobianco said many of the local members of Veterans for Peace are at a rally in Washington this week, so she is the lead person for the film.

“This is an event that really has nothing to do with the Arts Council,” she said. “I’ve just rented the theater to show the movie.”

The film presents the testimony of three soldiers who have returned home, recounting their experiences and share film of their time in Iraq. She warned that some scenes are very graphic.

An associated candlelight vigil and march are scheduled to start at 8 p.m. today in front of the Saratoga Springs Broadway Post Office.

