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I had the privilege of working with
Bertrand Russell and his fledgling Bertrand
Russell Peace Foundation from 1966 to
1968. His and the Foundation’s work were
singularly focused on the escalating war in
Vietnam and what was known around the
world as the Russell Tribunal that examined
the war from the perspective of human
rights. Although I spent much of this time in
London, I worked directly with Russell in
Penrhyndeudraeth, Wales, between the
Tribunal’s initial evidentiary hearing in
Stockholm in May 1967 and its final session
in Roskilde, outside Copenhagen, at the end
of that year. In this brief essay, I will try to
capture my best recollections of that time,
knowing in advance the frailty of human
memory. I am told that I have 774 database
entries in the Russell Archives at McMaster
University in Canada,1 so that documentary
record would be more a reliable,
authoritative, and comprehensive source
for many of the events in this nowdistant
time frame. However, I hope that this
personal reminiscence will capture some
human details that may be less evident from
the written record of Russell as a human
rights activist, both in his public work
against the Vietnam war and in his private
advocacy on behalf of political prisoners
and unpopular causes around the world.

First Connections:

Across the Atlantic, 19631966

As an undergraduate, I studied philosophy

at a small Quaker college outside

Philadelphia. There were three loosely

connected small colleges, Haverford, where

I enrolled (for men), Bryn Mawr (for

women), and Swarthmore (coeducational).
2

Bertrand
Russell in the
Years of his
Vietnam War
Crimes
Tribunal

Russell Stetler

Russell Stetler’s human
rightsfocused career has
spanned many decades,
including his work with
Bertrand Russell in the
1960s, his investigative
journalism in the 1970s,
and over four decades
working on behalf of
individuals facing the
death penalty. 
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I chose Haverford not only for its academic reputation but because some

of its faculty (notably physicist William Davidon3) were activists on

nuclear disarmament and what was generally known as the peace

movement in those days. Haverford also had a long tradition of student and

faculty involvement in civil rights, but there was no campus organization

expressly devoted to those issues. There was, however, a chapter of the

Student Peace Union, which invited speakers and organized occasional

events highlighting the risks of nuclear war.

Early in my undergraduate studies, we confronted those risks most

directly in what was later called the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962.

I vividly recall going to the captain of our soccer team to explain that I

would be skipping training one afternoon because of the urgent need to

demonstrate against the risk of nuclear annihilation. I had of course been

aware of Russell’s direct action and work with the Campaign for Nuclear

Disarmament, but I was fascinated to learn of his behindthescenes work

during the Cuban Missile Crisis when his book Unarmed Victory appeared

in 1963.

By then, I was also deeply concerned about the war in Vietnam. A close

friend from childhood had been drafted and sent to Saigon, where he

worked for the army newspaper, Stars and Stripes. We corresponded

frequently in that preemail era, and he sent me a flimsy thermofax copy

of a horrific photo showing a US soldier beside a South Vietnamese soldier

holding in each hand the decapitated head of an alleged Vietcong. In the

summer of 1963, I attended a Student Peace Union national conference at

Princeton and picked up a small pamphlet that reprinted letters that

Bertrand Russell had written to the editor of the New York Times about the

war. The letters included Russell’s Penrhyndeudraeth address. When I

returned to Haverford that autumn, I wrote to Russell and asked him where

to find more information about what was going on in Vietnam.4 I was only

eighteen years old, but Russell wrote back immediately.

We had a lively correspondence over the next few years, as I was

becoming increasingly active against the Vietnam war. My activism drew

plenty of criticism, including an attempt by members of the Philadelphia

school board to revoke a modest scholarship and empty threats from some

politicians suggesting that students should be prosecuted for seditious

activities. Russell sent his encouragement not only personally but through

letters to the editor of local and national newspapers. In the end I kept my

scholarship. I had also written an essay about the war that the Russell

Foundation decided to publish in 1964, along with a shorter piece by

Russell, under the title War and Atrocity in Vietnam. It sold in the UK for
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three shillings six pence, and in the US for seventyfive cents.

I did not realize until much later that Russell had a personal connection

to the Quaker colleges outside Philadelphia. He often joked that he had

never been antiAmerican: two of his four wives were American. He might

have also noted that two of his four wives were graduates of Bryn Mawr

College.5

Just as I was completing my philosophy degree, the Bertrand Russell

Peace Foundation was embarking on an ambitious plan to institutionalize

and expand Russell’s work through the Foundation and to organize an

international tribunal to examine the US intervention in Vietnam through

the lens of human rights. I was offered the opportunity to join these efforts

and came to London in the summer of 1966.

Organizing the Tribunal, London and Paris, 196667

When I arrived in the UK, the war was raging in Vietnam, and the idea of

organizing a war crimes tribunal was a top priority in Russell’s mind and

among all who were active in the Foundation’s work. Chris Farley, Ralph

Schoenman, and Pamela Wood were fulltime staff. Ken Coates was a

member of its board of directors. Bertrand and Edith Russell lived mainly

in Wales, but they had a pied à terre on Hasker Street in the borough of

Kensington and Chelsea. Ken lived in Nottingham, where he taught at the

university, and was not directly involved in daytoday operations of the

Foundation. Chris lived in a northern suburb. Ralph had a flat on Roland

Gardens, near the Brompton Road in South Kensington, and the

Foundation had a larger flat at number 27 Argyll Mansions near World’s

End on the King’s Road in Chelsea. Pam was a fulltime resident at Argyll

Mansions and the anchor of the Foundation’s organizational stability. She

handled all the demands of the work with poise and competence at a time

when everything seemed urgent and important. The flat at Argyll Mansions

accommodated many other guests of the Foundation. I was recently

married and went to live there with my wife Susan. The Foundation had its

offices in the heart of Piccadilly Circus at 3 and 4 Shavers Place. The

number 19 bus went almost door to door from Argyll Mansions to

Piccadilly Circus but in those days one could also drive there and park on

a meter for a short visit!

At age ninetyfour, Russell followed developments in Vietnam closely

and was active in all the discussions about developing the tribunal, from

its composition to the parameters of the investigation that it would attempt

to carry out on the ground in Vietnam. Edith Russell also had a keen

interest in the planning throughout the summer. They had contributed
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immensely to the financial position of the Foundation and actively assisted

with fund raising, often soliciting support from artists and philanthropists.

In a recent interview with the New Yorker Paul McCartney recalled

“discussing the war in Vietnam with Bertrand Russell,”6 perhaps oblivious

to Russell’s hope of financial support for our work.

There were lengthy discussions of who should be invited to serve as

members of the tribunal. On the one hand, Russell was looking for people

of intellectual stature who had spoken out about the war, but on the other

hand he wanted to ensure that the members would be viewed as

independent thinkers of diverse political views. In most cases, all that was

required was a letter from Russell inviting participation. The stature of a

few individuals, like JeanPaul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, required

more than a simple letter. Not only were they the most renowned of the

proposed members, but the original plan was to hold the tribunal in France,

which had its own historic connection to Vietnam and a president who had

been critical of the American intervention in sharp contrast to the

unswerving support of the US intervention by the Labour Government of

Harold Wilson. The tribunal thus also needed an infrastructure on the

ground in Paris to organize the logistics of the undertaking. I spent much

of the summer of 1966 shuttling between London and Paris to meet with

people who might staff that infrastructure, relying heavily on the

Continental contacts that Ken Coates had already developed in his long

political career.

I cannot say how or why I drew this assignment, except that I had no

other existing duties when I arrived, while everyone else at the Foundation

already had plenty of responsibilities. In addition, as an American I was

viewed as more directly connected to the war, and my own antiwar

activism and writing as a student enabled me to discuss the issues fluently.

Fluently, at least in English. My French was limited to a couple of years of

study in secondary school. I was anything but fluent when I visited Simone

de Beauvoir at home to convey personal invitations to her and JeanPaul

Sartre to be part of the tribunal. Fortunately, her English was about the

same as my French.

Both Beauvoir and Sartre had actively supported Algerian independence

and other anticolonial movements in that period. They had visited Cuba

and extensively interviewed Fidel Castro and Che Guevara.7 They felt, as

Russell did, that the Vietnam war was the most important issue of the day.

Beauvoir was businesslike in discussing what would be expected of them

as members of the tribunal and eager to know how quickly the project

would move forward. She was warm and welcoming. Her apartment was
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comparatively modest and full of the tchotchkes she had accumulated

around the world. What was most surprising about this most formidable

feminist of her time was how much she seemed to defer to Sartre, even

when he was not present in the conversation. Instead of stating her own

opinion, she often began a sentence, “Sartre thinks . . .” or “Sartre agrees

with Lord Russell about x.” However, once the tribunal was under way, she

was singularly active, incisive, and thoughtful, even as discussions went

into the early morning hours. Although nearly seventy years old by then,

she worked hard and evinced memorable stamina.

Securing the participation of all the eminent figures and building a

working team in Paris were one challenge, but the tribunal also needed

cooperation from North Vietnam if it was to send independent

investigators to document credibly the targets of the air war and its

technology of terror. North Vietnam had no official diplomatic relations

with the UK, but it had three unofficial representatives who lived modestly

in the Swiss Cottage area in Hampstead, on visas that described them as

journalists. They grew their own vegetables, cooked their own meals, and

did their best to work with us as our plans moved forward. In Paris, North

Vietnam had an embassy and ambassador, but he was somewhat wary of

the degree of independence that we insisted was essential to our credibility.

We needed to plead our case at a higher level.

In November 1966 Ralph Schoenman and I travelled to North Vietnam

to make our case. The trip began with an Air France flight to Phnom Penh,

Cambodia, with stops in Athens, Cairo, and Karachi. Total travel time was

nearly twentyfour hours, and while we were in the air, the Cambodian

government had had a shakeup. We arrived exhausted and were denied

entry at the airport. Whoever was now in charge was not issuing visas to

any Americans. We argued and argued that we were friends of Cambodia

and critics of the US administration that was waging war in southeast

Asia. Finally, one official relented slightly, conceding that Cambodia did

have some American friends and if we were among them, our names

would be in a book that they kept at the airport.

The Khmer language of Cambodia is recorded in a script in which

consonant and vowel sequences are written as units; consonants matter and

vowels are secondary. The script is inscrutable to the untrained Western

eye: 

Our script was equally difficult for the border police as they searched for
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our names in their handwritten book of American friends. Fortunately, they

prioritized consonants as they sought our names, and, after much close

examination, they announced that they had found us. There were the

names: Robert Scheer and Stanley Sheinbaum. Close enough.

We were not only welcome in Cambodia, but they quickly found a car and

driver to take us to our hotel.

There were no commercial flights to Hanoi in those years, but an

International Control Commission created in 1954 to enforce the Geneva

Accords that ended the French Indochina war made trips in a cargo plane

that travelled from Saigon to Phnom Penh and on to Vientiane (Laos) and

Hanoi. If there was room, other travellers could buy space – not seats.

These were open fuselages where we sat atop our luggage along with the

Poles, Indians, and Canadians from the ICC. Hanoi’s airport was just a

landing strip darkened in wartime.

Our negotiations went on for days. We stressed the importance of

independence for our credibility. Some of the Vietnamese officials were

insistent that the Western investigators should be simply trusted reporters

from the Communist newspapers of Europe. When things seemed to reach

an impasse, we were suddenly taken by car to another meeting place

altogether where President Ho Chi Minh decided the issue in our favour on

7 November 1966 (according to a memo in the Russell Archives). He

spoke English without an interpreter, had a simple, commanding presence,

and said that he respected the judgment of Lord Russell about what would

make the tribunal most effective.

Shortly after our return, there was a preliminary meeting of many of the

tribunal members in London on 13 November 1966.8 Russell appeared in

person to welcome everyone briefly, but he did not stay for all the practical

discussions that followed. By consensus, Sartre was designated the

executive president, with the Yugoslav historian Vladimir Dedijer chosen

as chairman and president of sessions and the French mathematician

Laurent Schwartz chosen as a copresident of sessions. There was now an

organizational framework in place, and we had independent authority to

send our investigative teams.

In the months after the convening meeting in London, the Foundation

sent multiple teams of journalists, physicians, and scientists to North

Vietnam. They gathered evidence of schools and hospitals bombed, as well

as indiscriminate use of antipersonnel weapons and napalm incendiary

bombs – all to be presented when the tribunal reconvened in Paris in the

spring. However, in the spring I flew to Paris for some final preparations

and was denied entry at Le Bourget. The airport police had a few photos
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of people who were not to be admitted taped at the windows where

passports were routinely stamped; mine was in the rogues’ gallery along

with the lawyer Jacques Vergès, who had defended militants during the

Algerian war, and Moîse Tshombe, the Katangan secessionist leader who

died in Algiers a couple of years later. French President Charles de Gaulle

had decided that the Russell Tribunal would not be permitted to convene

in France.9

The Tribunal and Years with Russell:

Stockholm, Penrhyndeudraeth, and Roskilde, 196667

We quickly adjusted plans. With strong support from the Swedenbased

playwright Peter Weiss and Peter Limqueco, an Asia scholar also based in

Stockholm, we moved the tribunal to Stockholm where the first session

was held from 2 to 10 May 1967, and then to Roskilde, Denmark, for a

final session from 20 November to 2 December1967. In between, I moved

from London to Penrhyndeudraeth. The Russells had decided not to make

any more trips to London, and someone was needed in Wales to handle

daytoday liaison between Russell and the Foundation in London. Russell

was also in the process of publishing his threevolume autobiography and

preparing the archive that was ultimately housed at McMaster University,

so there were a plethora of details relating to the publication and the

archives that also needed attention. I arrived in Wales with my family,

including my son Morgan who was born in February 1967, in time for

Russell’s ninetyfifth birthday party three months later.

I had of course met both of the Russells several times in London before

I joined them in Wales, but in London I was always accompanying more

senior people from the Foundation. In Wales, we were for the first time

working one on one. Edith Russell immediately posed the question of what

to call me. She said, “We can’t call you Russell. That’s his name.” She

pointed to her husband, in the classic gesture of ostensive definition in

analytic philosophy. Next, “We can’t call you Mr. Stetler. You’re too

young.” She settled on a runtogether solution of “RussellStetler,” which

never quite worked. She herself was sometimes described as more English

than the English, so when we spoke, I always addressed them as Lord and

Lady Russell.

The post in those days was famously reliable and efficient. It arrived

twice a day in Wales and three times a day in London, so our routine was

largely defined by when it arrived. I met with Lord Russell each day at

11:00 A.M. We reviewed the latest events from the press and the BBC, a

daily packet from the Foundation in London (including all the dictation
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meticulously transcribed by Pam Wood), and whatever other letters

arrived. We drank tea, and Russell smoked his pipe (always freshly

supplied from Fribourg and Treyer, a London tobacconist that purportedly

dated to the eighteenth century). At some point, Lady Russell would join

us for tea, and once business was concluded they would open a bottle of

Red Hackle De Luxe Scotch Whisky. After drinks, Russell would rest

briefly, and we returned to business when the second post arrived. The

afternoon routine mirrored that of the morning: tea, newly arrived post,

more Red Hackle. Morning and afternoon, we dressed in business attire in

Penrhyndeudraeth, just as we did at the Foundation in London. I wore a

blazer and tie. Russell always wore threepiece suits. His waistcoats would

have been equally suitable in the nineteenth century. John Stuart Mill

probably wore one in the final year of his life, when he served briefly as

Russell’s godfather.

Russell was not only intellectually acute, but sometimes surprisingly

agile for a man in his nineties. I would occasionally arrive to find him on

the floor tending the flames in the fireplace, expertly providing just enough

air from the bellows to establish the blaze that was needed to take the chill

off the damp air. On the other hand, stairs became a challenge, and at some

point we installed a stair lift.

A significant part of Russell’s work in those days was shielded from

public view. He used the prestige of his Nobel laureate status, his earldom,

his books, and his formidable reputation in philosophy and mathematics to

appeal privately on behalf of political prisoners. Much of my time was

spent researching those cases. I hope one day a scholar will review the

papers at the McMaster Archive to illuminate these interventions. Russell

issued some public appeals as well, but the confidential ones were equally

important. Amnesty International had begun its similar work in 1961, but

my impression at the time was that Amnesty was then more influenced by

the politics of the Cold War in determining which prisoners it supported.

Russell did not view political prisoners through this lens. He also had an

abiding concern about nuclear proliferation, the dangers of chemical and

biological warfare, and international conflicts apart from the Vietnam war.

I flew to Scandinavia when the tribunal held its sessions in Stockholm

and Roskilde, and I believe Chris Farley took my place in the UK relaying

detailed telephone briefings to Russell. Chris, in turn, forwarded any

thoughts or messages that Russell wanted to share in response to what he

had learned in the briefings. This was an era before email or faxes or even

mobile telephones, so rushed conversations and dictated texts were our

primitive communication protocols. Even international telephone calls
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were sometimes problematic – especially when one was trying to explain

to an operator on the Continent that you were really calling a threedigit

telephone number in Wales, Penrhyndeudraeth 242.

The tribunal was the project that had most drawn me to the Foundation,

and I left the Foundation not long after the tribunal had completed its

work. The Vietnam war continued for several more years, but Russell’s

writings and the tribunal that bore his name not only forever altered the

discourse about Vietnam10 but also created a model for the examination of

other human rights violations in the decades that followed. As we celebrate

the 150th anniversary of Russell’s birth, it is fitting that the Foundation

look back on the myriad ways in which he steadfastly supported humane

values and principles that are as urgently needed now as when he lived.

Notes

1. Email from Tony Simpson to Russell Stetler, 5 June 2021. In an email to Stetler on 14

December 2021, Russell Archivist Kenneth Blackwell estimated that this number “will

grow, perhaps enormously” when my correspondence from 1966 to 1968 is individually

catalogued. Blackwell’s email also provided a date for my meeting with Ho Chi Minh,

described infra.

2. The role of the various colleges and universities near Philadelphia in the student activism

of the 1960s is discussed in Paul Lyons, The People of This Generation: The Rise and Fall
of the New Left in Philadelphia (Univ. of Pennsylvania Press 2003). Lyons delineated four

groups: the Quaker Schools (Haverford, Bryn Mawr, and Swarthmore), the Catholic

Schools (Villanova, LaSalle, and St. Joseph’s), the “subway school” (Temple University),

and the Ivy League (the University of Pennsylvania).

3. The late Bill Davidon’s passion and brilliance as an activist are well described in Betty

L. Medsger, The Burglary: The Discovery of J. Edgar Hoover’s Secret FBI (Penguin

Random House 2014) describing how a team of antiwar activists led by Davidon broke

into a suburban FBI office and discovered secret COINTELPRO files documenting illegal

domestic surveillance of the civil right and antiwar movements.

4. Stetler’s letter to BR, 25 September 1963, and BR’s letter to Stetler, 28 September 1963,

retrieved from Russell Archive by Kenneth Blackwell and emailed to Russell Stetler on 17

September 2021.

5. Robert Dostal (with the assistance of Kiran Bhardwaj), History of the [Philosophy]
Department (Bryn Mawr College), available at: www.brynmawr.edu/philosophy/history

(last visited 24 October 2021). Russell gave a series of lectures at Bryn Mawr on the

foundations of geometry in 1896 and had robust discussions with mathematics faculty from

Bryn Mawr and Haverford. These lectures foreshadowed Russell’s work with Alfred North

Whitehead, Principia Mathematica (191013). Russell’s first wife Alys Pearsall Smith, a

Philadelphia Quaker, graduated from Bryn Mawr in 1890. She also lectured and talked with

students about women’s suffrage and free love. Russell returned in 1914 to visit Lucy

Donnelly, a friend who taught English at Bryn Mawr, but his views on free love prohibited

his giving public lectures at that time. Russell returned in 1943 and spent much of his time
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researching at the Bryn Mawr library to complete his History of Western Philosophy,

published in 1945. In 1940 he had been invited to deliver the bookinprogress as a series

of lectures at the nearby Barnes Foundation. The lectures were terminated at the end of

1942.  He again visited his friend Lucy Donnelly and through her renewed his acquaintance

with Edith Finch, who had graduated from Bryn Mawr in 1922 and became Russell’s fourth

wife in 1952. 

6. David Remnick, “Profiles: Let the Record Show: Half a Century After the Beatles Broke

Up, Paul McCartney Holds It All Together,” New Yorker, 18 October 2021, at 4849. I was

not present when McCartney met with the Russells at Hasker Street in the summer of 1966.

My understanding at the time was that all four Beatles came to Hasker Street, but I am told

that Lady Russell’s appointment diary noted only that McCartney and his then girlfriend

Jane Asher visited. McCartney and Asher later came to Argyll Mansions for further

discussions. In the end, neither McCartney nor the Beatles became benefactors of the

Foundation. McCartney seemed already eager to be remembered by posterity as not just a

Beatle. Asher was more genuinely interested in the political upheavals that were affecting

our generation beyond the enthusiasms of Swinging London in the 1960s. She even

returned one evening for dinner without McCartney in the company of her brother Peter.

7. See JeanPaul Sartre, Sartre on Cuba (Ballantine Books 1961).

8. I refer readers to the published record of the tribunal in France, the US, and the UK,

respectively for details of all proceedings: Tribunal Russell: Le Jugement de Stockholm
(Gallimard 1967) and Tribunal Russell 2: Le Jugement final (Gallimard 1968), both edited

by Arlette El Kaim; Against the Crime of Silence (O’Hare Books 1968), edited by John

Duffett; and Prevent the Crime of Silence (Allen Lane The Penguin Press 1971), edited by

Ken Coates, Peter Limqueco, and Peter Weiss. A collection of Russell’s articles on Vietnam

was also published in 1967, War Crimes in Vietnam (Monthly Review Press 1967), but

these articles were all written between March 1963 and June 1966, prior to my arrival at

the Foundation. I assisted in preparing the volume for publication, but did not help with any

of the research for the previously published material.

9. Sartre wrote de Gaulle on 13 April, 1967, formally requesting a visa for Dedijer and

others, but de Gaulle denied the request, prompting Sartre to respond in Le Nouvel
Observateur, “Paradoxically, all these obstacles they put in our way further legitimate the

existence of our tribunal and clearly prove one thing: people are afraid of us. Of course, not

of Bertrand Russell, who is ninetyfour years old, nor of myself, who am pushing seventy,

nor of any of our friends. If we were just a dozen intellectual simpletons playing at judging

the world, they wouldn’t bother us. So, why do they fear us? Because we are bringing up

an issue that no Western government wants to confront: that of war crimes, which

everybody wants to retain the right to commit.” See Annie CohenSolal, JeanPaul Sartre:
A Life (Pantheon 1987) at 456.

10. See, for example, Neil Sheehan, “Should We Have War Crimes Trials?” New York
Times, 28 March, 1971 (reprinted in the New York Times Book Review, 24 October, 2021).

Sheehan’s essay refers not only to the US book on the Russell Tribunal’s findings but to

numerous other works that it influenced, including Crimes of War, coedited by a principal

tribunal witness, the late Professor Gabriel Kolko, with Professors Richard A. Falk and

Robert J. Lifton. 
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