
Bloomington  

United 
Is Back

With hate crimes at their highest national  
level in years and mass shootings occurring  
with horrifying regularity, this anti-racism,  
pro-diversity organization has regrouped and  
is ready to respond to acts of prejudice and  
intolerance in our community.  
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I
t is no secret that even as he announced 
his run for the presidency in June 2015, 
Donald Trump was presenting himself 
as a different kind of candidate. “When 
Mexico sends its people, they’re not 

sending their best. . . . They’re bringing drugs. 
They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists,” he 
stated that day, establishing the tenor not 
only for his campaign but for the country. 

In the month following Trump’s election 
in November 2016, the Southern Poverty 
Law Center reported more than 1,000 
incidents of bias-related harassment and 
intimidation. Many in the country feel there 
has been a shift in the national demeanor—
that those who may have quietly harbored 
negative sentiments toward minorities 

now sense a tacit approval to voice and 
act upon those feelings. Bloomington has 
been spared violence, but there have been a 
number of instances of vandalism intended 
to intimidate. 

The Bloomington Human Rights Com-
mission Hate Incidents Report for June 1, 
2016, to December 31, 2017, noted sev-
eral cases of hate-related vandalism since 
Trump’s election. In November 2016, some-
one spray-painted swastikas and the letters 
“KKK” on the B-Line Trail and on light 
poles. In February 2017, numerous flyers and 
posters from a white nationalist group were 
posted on the Indiana University campus. In 
October, racially offensive graffiti, including 
the letters “KKK” and images of swastikas, 

were found at the East 10th Street underpass, 
the Unitarian Universalist Church of Bloom-
ington, the intersection of College Mall Road 
and Sare Road, and the railway underpass at 
College and 14th Street. These were public 
offenses; other incidents aimed at individuals 
also occurred. 

In light of the increase in hate, a group 
that formed in response to a local crisis in 
the 1990s has become active once again. 
Bloomington United is back. 

The arrival of hate

Benjamin Smith, an Indiana University 
graduate student and a member of the white 
supremacist World Church of the Creator, 

Members of Bloomington United gather in front of the Monroe County Courthouse where the flag is flown at half-staff in honor of the 17 victims killed by a gunman at Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. (l-r) David Hummons, Lynne Shifriss, Xavier Chavez, Beverly Calender-Anderson, Doug Bauder, Rabbi Sue Silberberg, IUPD 
Chief Laury Flint, Carolyn Lipson Walker, Bob Arnove, and Darrell Stone. 
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According to The New York Times, that 
Fourth of July weekend in 1998, Smith 
placed 2,000 fl iers on cars across the city. 
The Times notes that Smith began to give 
interviews, allowing an even wider audi-
ence access to his racist worldview.  

As the summer wore on, it became clear 
the community needed to have a unifi ed re-
sponse to Smith’s barrage of hateful rhetoric. 

The formation of Bloomington United

“I really feel that the majority of people in 
this community, in this country, want to do 
the right thing,” says Rabbi Sue Silberberg, 
executive director of the Helene G. Simon 
Hillel Center at IU. “They don’t have mes-
sages of hate in their hearts. But they do feel 
powerless and alone. Unfortunately, those 
who have the message of hate are often 
louder. And they can be intimidating.”

Doug Bauder, director of the LGBTQ+ 
Culture Center at Indiana University, re-
calls how Bloomington United got started. 
“The mayor [John Fernandez] called 
together members of the communities that 
were being disparaged,” he says. “The black 
community, the gay community, and the 
Jewish community were all targeted, so we 
were all thrown together.”

Silberberg says there was a reason Fer-
nandez was interested in a response from 
a community group. “Smith was part of the 
World Church of the Creator,” she explains. 
“When that group perceives there is no 
pushback, things can escalate quickly.” 

The fi rst few meetings were small, brain-
storming sessions. Inspired by the work of 

Not In Our Town—an anti-hate, pro-unity 
group formed in Billings, Montana, in 
1993—Bloomington United was born. 

Barbara McKinney, director of the 
Bloomington Human Rights Commission, 
was part of that early collective of like-
minded individuals. She says when people 
started fi nding fl iers on their cars, they 
began calling her offi  ce. 

“There is an ordinance about leav-
ing unsolicited stuff  on cars, so we wrote 
Benjamin Smith a letter and asked him to 
stop,” she says. “Nothing came of it. But it 
was the fi rst action we tried to take. He was 
still doing it, so we started trying to come up 
with a response.” 

That response was a show of strength—the 
group planned a unity rally for November.  

Reports from the time say 500 people 
showed up in support of Bloomington 
United. The group had printed signs that 
could be seen in yards all over town. Many 
people had them at the rally. There was a 
counter demonstration, too—Benjamin 
Smith, alone, with a sign of his own. 

“At the rally, he stood on the sidelines 
with a sign that said, ‘No hate speech means 
no free speech,’” Bauder says.  

Bloomington United members realized 
that, in light of the First Amendment, Smith 
was right. At that time the yard signs read, 
“No Hate Speech, No Hate Crimes, Not in our 
yards, Not in our town, Not ANYWHERE.” 

“We realized we had the right to exercise 
our right to no hate speech,” Silberberg says. 
“But we changed the signs to read just ‘no 
hate’ instead of  ‘no hate speech.’”  

After the rally, Smith continued distrib-
uting his white supremacist literature and 
kept writing letters to the editor. It seemed 
the people of Bloomington and Smith were 
at an impasse. As the school year ended, no 
one knew the worst was yet to come. 

“A troubled young man”

Gwen Jones, an African American member 
of Bloomington United, was the only mem-
ber of the group to talk directly to Smith. 

“I remember my impetus for reaching 
out to him,” she says. “I grew up in Alabama 
and I had never experienced in-your-face 
prejudice. So, knowing he was this radically 
racist person, I wanted to talk to him and 
see if he would say something to hurt me. 
I wanted to see what this would feel like. 
But I didn’t get that at all. He just seemed 
like a very troubled young man. I felt like he 
needed help.” 

arrived in Bloomington in May 1998 already 
well-versed in stirring up trouble. He had 
withdrawn from the University of Illinois in 
February, a week before a disciplinary hear-
ing was scheduled to address a number of 
charges, among them complaints that he had 
posted racist literature in his dorm, peeked 
into dormitory windows, and unconfi rmed 
reports that he was in possession of weapons. 

Soon after he arrived in Bloomington, 
Smith began leaving White Nationalist 
Party leafl ets under the wipers of cars on 
the IU campus. University offi  cials met 
with him to discuss the matter. In response, 
Smith wrote a long letter to the Indiana 
Daily Student accusing the university of 
trying to curb his right to free speech. 

(l-r) Leaders of Bloomington United: 
Doug Bauder, director of the LGBTQ+ 
Culture Center, and Rabbi Sue Silber-
berg, director of the Helene G. Simon 
Hillel Center, both at Indiana University. 

Barbara McKinney, 
director of the Bloom-
ington Human Rights 
Commission. Photo by 
Martin Boling
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June 1998—Several reports of racist 
fl yers found on windshields. These notes 
are “apparently being distributed by 
the ‘propaganda minister for the White 
Nationalist Party.’” Later it is learned they 
are distributed by Benjamin Smith. 

June 1998—A bomb threat, later cleared 
as a hoax, is called in to a local gay bar. 

Autumn 1998—BLOOMINGTON UNITED 
IS FORMED

September 1998—The Tibetan Cultural 
Center sign is covered with a cloth sign 
that reads, “Jesus is the ONLY God.” 

January 1999—A woman reports her 
Bloomington United sign was torn down 
and a large rock was thrown through her 
bedroom window. 

January 1999—A man reports his and 
many of his neighbors’ Bloomington 
United signs have been shredded. 

April 1999—A bust of Adolf Hitler is 
found on the lawn of the Hillel Center. 
The bust has a note attached that reads, 
“Happy Holocaust Day from the one who 
made it all possible—The Fuhrer.” 

July 4, 1999—Won-Joon Yoon is shot 
and killed by Benjamin Smith outside the 
Korean United Methodist Church. 

July 1999—An African American woman 
reports being stabbed in the stomach on 
the IU campus by a white man wear-
ing a black mask and white T-shirt with 
a swastika. Other African American 
students report being verbally harassed 
by white men with shaved heads wearing 
swastikas on their arms. A student re-
ports fi nding a fl yer in a campus restroom 
recruiting membership in the KKK. 

October 2000—A local Christian 
bookstore is vandalized with anti-
religious graffi  ti. 

October 2001—Old Paths Baptist 
Church demonstrates in Peoples Park 
with slogans and signs attacking gays, 
among others. 

May 2002—Hate-oriented graffi  ti, includ-
ing a swastika, is found on the Seventh 
Day Adventist Church, including an exple-
tive directed at Jews.

July 2003—The sign at the Islamic 
Center of Bloomington is split in half 
by vandals. 

April 2003—Numerous reports of swas-
tikas and the word “Jew” being painted 
on a Jewish student’s car. 

July 2005—A Molotov cocktail is thrown 
through the window of the Islamic Center 
of Bloomington. 

November 2005—More than two dozen 
members of Old Paths Baptist Church 
protest outside The Inner Chef chanting 
anti-gay slogans, burning a gay pride 
fl ag, and carrying signs with messages 
like, “Fags Die, God Laughs.” 

April 2006—More instances of racist, 
anti-Semitic, and homophobic graffi  ti are 
found around the city. 

October 2006—A woman reports that 
while walking in downtown Bloomington 
wearing a headscarf, three white males 
approach her, yell anti-Muslim slurs, and 
say they would like to take her scarf and 
choke her with it. 

October 2007—An African American 
woman reports fi nding a noose in a tree 
in her backyard. 

November 2007—Vandalism at the 
Jewish Student Center/Chabad House 
includes a beer bottle thrown through 
an upstairs window. A few weeks later, 
someone removes the letters spelling the 
word “Jewish” on the building. 

December 2009—A local church reports 
a break-in where money is taken from 
the safe, and pentagrams, “heil Satan,” 
euro signs, dollar signs, and upside-down 
crosses are spray-painted on the walls. 

January 2010—Racial slurs and swasti-
kas are painted on government buildings. 

November 2010—Several incidents are 
reported against the Jewish community, in-
cluding rocks thrown through the windows 
at Chabad House and the Hillel Center. He-
brew texts are taken from the Wells Library 
research collection; they are later found 
urinated on in the men’s restroom. Similar 
texts are found in the toilets of the Monroe 
County Public Library. 

August 2013—Four members of the Tra-
ditionalist Youth Network at IU, a chapter 
of a national white supremacist group, 
picket Boxcar Books on East 6th Street, 
chanting “Racist, fascist, anti-gay, Trad 
Youth will not go away.” Met by approxi-
mately 80 counter-protestors, the four are 
sprayed with a garden hose and pelted 
with apples. After 30 minutes, they leave.

October 2015—A white IU student as-
saults a Muslim woman outside a local 
restaurant, grabbing her by the neck, 
pushing her down, and pulling on her 
headscarf while yelling racial and anti-
police slurs. 

November 2016—Swastikas and the let-
ters “KKK” are painted on light poles and 
along the B-Line Trail.

October 2017—Several incidences of ra-
cially off ensive graffi  ti, including the letters 
“KKK” and images of swastikas, are found 
at the East 10th Street underpass, the Uni-
tarian Universalist Church of Bloomington, 
the intersection of College Mall Road and 
Sare Road, and the railway underpass at 
College and 14th Street.
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A Timeline of Hate in Bloomington

White supremacist Thomas Buhls (left) argues with 
a counterprotester at a Traditionalist Youth Network 
protest outside Boxcar Books in August 2013. Photo by 
Ben Mikesell, Indiana Daily Student

NOTE: Selected incidents from the Bloomington 
Human Rights Commission Hate Incident Reports. 
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the murder of Yoon. His spree of violence 
ended in rural southern Illinois later that 
day when, following a police chase, he shot 
himself in the chin and the chest. He died in 
the hospital. 

“A service of unity” 

In Bloomington, people united in their grief. 
Melanie Castillo-Cullather, director of the 

By the summer of 1999, that became clear. 
A year after he swept into Bloomington and 
began papering the city with white suprema-
cist tracts, Benjamin Smith went on a drive-
by shooting spree that began on July 2 in 
Chicago and ended on July 4 in Bloomington. 
He picked his victims at random, targeting 
the Jewish, Asian, and black communities.  

Two men died. Former Northwestern 
University basketball coach Ricky Byrdsong, 
an African American, was killed in Skokie, 
Illinois, on July 2, while walking with two of 
his three young children. On July 4, Smith 
shot Won-Joon Yoon four times as he walked 
to worship services at the Korean United 
Methodist Church on East 3rd Street. The 
Korean graduate student had recently ar-
rived in Bloomington to begin doctoral stud-
ies in computer science at IU.  

The shooting spree rocked the commu-
nity. McKinney recalls being told by Mayor 
Fernandez about Yoon’s murder, and the fact 
that Smith was still at large, as the city’s an-
nual Fourth of July parade was about to start. 
Bloomington United was part of the parade. 

“I remember we were there with our 
white T-shirts that said ‘Stop Hate’ on the 
front and ‘BU’ on the back,” McKinney says. 
“Mayor Fernandez said we could go home 
or the police could march with us. So we 
stayed and the police marched with us. My 
son was with me—he was 7. I’m still not sure 
if that was the right choice. It was kind of in-
spiring and kind of scary at the same time.” 

With sharpshooters on the roofs of the 
buildings downtown and surrounded by 
police in bulletproof vests, the group took a 
stand, but it was a tough choice. 

“No one really knew what was going on,” 
Bauder says. “The whole thing was bizarre. 
It was just surreal.” 

Silberberg says not knowing where 
Smith was added tremendous uncertainty 
to the situation. “We knew he was out 
there,” Silberberg says. “But we didn’t know 
where he was or where he was going.” 

What they later found out was that 
Smith had left Bloomington following 

(below) Shin-Ho Yoon (right), father of slain IU student 
Won-Joon Yoon, carries his son’s ashes from the unity 
service. Photo courtesy of IU Archives (right) The Indiana 
Daily Student captured the July 4th weekend tragedy that 
rocked Bloomington. Image courtesy of IU Archives
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Asian Culture Center, had been in her posi-
tion  just six months when Won-Joon Yoon 
was killed. She worked with university 
officials to help the slain student’s family 
arrange their trip to Bloomington. 

“I remember the university contacted 
the State Department because, at that 
time, something like this was very rare, 
and Attorney General Janet Reno came,” 
Castillo-Cullather says. “Nowadays, 
because of all the killings in the schools, 
it has become somewhat normalized. But 
back then, it wasn’t something you heard of 
in the news.” 

Reno was among several speakers—in-
cluding university officials, representa-
tives of the Korean community, and state 
and city dignitaries—at “A Community 
Gathering to Heal and Unite,” sponsored 
by Bloomington United. 

The service was held at the Indiana 
University Musical Arts Center. Worldwide 
Faith News, reporting on the gathering, 
wrote, “The auditorium was filled to capac-
ity, and the multi-ethnic crowd also packed 
the lobby and overflowed to the outside of 
the auditorium building.” 

Beverly Calender-Anderson, director of 
the City of Bloomington Family and Com-
munity Resources Department and one of 
Bloomington United’s founders, says that 
nearly 20 years later, that day is still one of 
her most vivid memories. “Not because of 
how many people were there, but because 
we were all of one mind,” she says. “It 
wasn’t a memorial service. It wasn’t meant 
to be. It was a service of unity.” 

erate battle flags, and banners with swas-
tikas and anti-Muslim slogans; many were 
armed. Their stated goal was to oppose the 
removal of a statue of Robert E. Lee from the 
city’s Emancipation Park. In reality, it was, 
as one organizer admitted, intended to unify 
the white nationalist movement in the Unit-
ed States. The rally ended in violent clashes 
between those attending the event and those 
opposing them. Civil rights activist Heather 
Heyer was killed when a car rammed into a 
group protesting the rally.  

This turning tide is the reason Bloom-
ington United feels the need to have a more 
visible presence in the community. 

“Twenty years ago, we didn’t have things 
like Charlottesville or Ferguson or Parkland,” 
Calender-Anderson says. “With all of the 
things that are happening around the country, 
people feel helpless. Maybe hopeless. Bloom-
ington United gives them some hope. They 
may not be able to stop what happened there, 
but they can get a yard sign, they can go to a 
study circle, they can attend a rally.” 

Preventive medicine

Bauder and Silberberg have been with the 
group since its formation in 1998 and serve 
as co-chairs now. Bauder says the new 
Bloomington United is busy getting yard 
signs out, putting response teams together, 
and preparing for the day when they might 
need to activate members. 

“We think of this as preventive medicine,” 
Bauder says. “We may never know if the signs 
make a difference. But if it’s preventive medi-
cine? I’m happy to provide that.” 

Attorney General Janet Reno speaks 
at “A Community Gathering to Heal 
and Unite” sponsored by Bloomington 
United. Photo courtesy of IU Archives

Melanie Castillo-Cullather, director 
of the Asian Culture Center at IU. 
Courtesy photo

Giving people hope 

It’s been 20 years since Benjamin Smith 
came to Bloomington and began papering 
the city with his message of hate and intol-
erance. Twenty years since the formation 
of Bloomington United. In the intervening 
years, Bloomington has not had a hate crime 
as violent as the murder of Won-Joon Yoon. 

Bloomington United never disbanded. 
When violence or vandalism against minori-
ties occurred, the group rallied its forces, 
bringing the community together in shows 
of strength and solidarity. It has always stood 
ready to remind anyone who might forget 
that there is no place for hate in this town. 

But in January, Bloomington United 
held a press conference in City Hall an-
nouncing its renewed effort to fight hate and 
prejudice. In support, Bloomington Mayor 
John Hamilton said, “Bloomington United 
is needed today, and that’s regrettable, but 
thank goodness it is here.” 

The evidence that hate is on the rise 
nationally is clear. A new report from the 
Anti-Defamation League counted 1,986  
anti-Semitic incidents in 2017—a 57 
percent increase over the previous year, 
and the second-highest number since the 
prominent civil rights group began tracking 
such incidents nearly 40 years ago. Accord-
ing to the report, this figure represents the 
largest annual jump ever recorded. 

The Unite the Right rally in Charlot-
tesville, Virginia, in August was a gathering 
of white supremacists, white nationalists, 
neo-Nazis, Klansmen, and other racist and 
anti-Semitic groups. They carried Confed-
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The group is seen that way by Bloom-
ington Police Chief Mike Diekhoff, too. “We 
look at this group as an insurance policy to 
stop something, to keep something bad from 
happening,” he says. “A lot of what we do at 
the police department with outreach and 
crime prevention is to prevent something 
before it happens. Bloomington is special 
because of that kind of higher awareness, 
and maybe because of that we have fewer in-
cidences of hate crimes. I would give credit 
to the organizations here, like Bloomington 
United, that are educating people and doing 
these kinds of prevention efforts.” 

In the event that a hate group comes to 
town, Bloomington United is prepared to 
work in tandem with local law enforcement. 
Taking their cues from groups across the 
country and from national organizations 
like the Southern Poverty Law Center, if a 
group would come to Bloomington to march 
or hold a rally, Bloomington United’s re-
sponse would be to hold an alternative event 
at a different location. 

“We encourage anyone who wants to 
protest a hate group to do it somewhere else,” 
Diekhoff says. “From a law enforcement 
standpoint, we want to avoid the mixing of 
the two groups. Bloomington United has been 
good about hosting in a different location as 
an alternative to going to the hate event.” 

Every Minute Counts

A non-confrontational program that worked 
well in the past—Every Minute Counts—is 
one Bloomington United plans to revive if a 
hate group comes to town. Bauder explains 

how it worked with Old Paths Baptist 
Church, a group that would come to town 
carrying placards and shouting slogans such 
as “AIDS cures fags.” 

“We were determined that if Old Paths 
Baptist Church came back to Peoples Park, 
we were going to encourage local people to 
avoid them,” Bauder says. “Instead, we would 
ask Bloomingtonians to walk over to Trinity 
Episcopal Church where they could pick up 
a ‘Bloomington United in Diversity’ pin and 
make a [financial] pledge to support organi-
zations or identity groups being disparaged 
for every minute Old Paths was in town.” 

When the group returned, Blooming-
ton United put the plan into action, asking 
Bloomington residents to make a dona-
tion to diversity causes for every minute 
Old Paths stayed here. Bauder says several 
hundred dollars were raised. They let Old 
Paths know of the fundraising effort. “And, 
for a time at least, that was the last we saw 
of them,” Bauder says. 

Then and now

Over the past few years, harassment, vandal-
ism, threats, and other acts of violence direct-
ed at minority communities have increased 
in the United States. While Bloomington has 
been spared the worst of it, the city does have 
a record of such occurrences. 

That is the reason Bloomington United 
has made a very public comeback. 

Some members fear history repeating itself 
and see discouraging parallels to that summer 
when Benjamin Smith was spreading his mes-
sage of white supremacy across the city. 

“I would like to think things have 
changed for the better, but we’re back 
where we were 20 years ago,” says Melanie 
Castillo-Cullather of the Asian Culture 
Center. “What’s happening now is what 
was happening then. But if we can help it, 
we’re not going to get stuck in this situation. 
Seeing these high school students so woke? 
I’m hopeful they will bring us out of where 
we are and we will see a future that is much 
more promising than today. It’s their world 
we are preparing for.” 

Bloomington United was formed in an 
effort to create a more promising world. 
With the help of supportive community 
members and local government, the group is 
continuing its efforts into the future. Gwen 
Jones, the African American woman who 
reached out to white supremacist Benjamin 
Smith 20 years ago, says that, for her, those 
efforts have made Bloomington feel like a 
safe place to live. 

“I think Bloomington United has been an 
awesome part of keeping radicalism at bay,” 
Jones says. “I applaud Doug [Bauder] and 
Sue [Silberberg] and Beverly [Calender-
Anderson] and all of the people who came 
together for the idea of ‘not in my town.’ It 
was fantastic. I think it’s because of that and 
because of all of the city officials who got in-
volved and have been sincere about protect-
ing our community. With all of the students 
who come here and for the minorities who 
live here, we just can’t afford to have people 
afraid to live here. And, you know, I just 
never think about it.”

For more information, visit Bloomington 
United on Facebook. *

Bloomington United yard signs 
are available in the lobby of City 
Hall or at the Helene G. Simon 
Hillel Center, 730 E. 3rd St. When 
the current supply is depleted, 
you may order a yard sign by 
calling 812-336-3824. Leave your 
name, phone number, and email 
address. You will be contacted 
when more signs are printed. A 
$5 donation is suggested. 

(l-r) David Hummons, Lynne Shifriss, Xavier Chavez, 
Beverly Calender-Anderson, Doug Bauder, Rabbi Sue 
Silberberg, IUPD Chief Laury Flint, Carolyn Lipson 
Walker, Bob Arnove, and Darrell Stone with the new 
Bloomington United reversible signs.  
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