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No Parking: Vermont Rejects
the Green Mountain Parkway

The Green Mountain Parkway was a
classic New Deal proposal, born of
developments in federal and state
public works programs. It also
belonged to a relatively new but
growing tradition of conservation and
recreation philosophies. It directly
reflected how states and local
communities could be influenced (or
resist being influenced) by movements
at the national level.

By HANNAH SILVERSTEIN

n Town Meeting Day 1936, record numbers of voters crowded
meeting halls across Vermont. The issue drawing so many
citizens to the polls was the referendum to decide the future
of the Green Mountain Parkway, the scenic mountain road that boosters
had envisioned running from the Massachusetts border all the way to
Canada. In a day of heavy voting, Vermonters turned down the proposal
to construct the road, and so ended three years of impassioned debate.
Vermonters on all sides had used the plan to focus on the most contro-
versial topics of the times, which ranged from conservation policy to un-



employment, from the role of the federal government in state affairs to
the aesthetics of the wilderness. Although in the end the parkway pro-
posal had less effect on the state than did the urgent problems of the Great
Depression, at the time there seemed to be no greater issue than the road
itself.

Why did a plan to build a road cause such an uproar? To many Ver-
monters, the parkway battle symbolized the complexities and mixed feel-
ings generated by the New Deal as a whole. The issue thus serves as a
window through which we can examine the impact of new social policies
on a small and politically conservative state. In many ways the Green
Mountain Parkway was a classic New Deal proposal, born of develop-
ments in federal and state public works programs. It also belonged to
a relatively new but growing tradition of conservation and recreation
philosophies. It directly reflected how states and local communities
could be influenced (or resist being influenced) by movements at the na-
tional level.

THE FEDERAL CONTEXT

The New Deal created an enormous federal bureaucracy whose agencies
organized projects that combined employment, recreation, transportation,
and conservation. The National Planning Board (NPB) was established
in 1933 to orchestrate the numerous levels of bureaucracy.! The NPB
encouraged development of similar organizations at the state level and
often helped them in their attempts to wade through the confusing con-
glomeration of New Deal opportunities. Despite these efforts to coor-
dinate federal interests with agencies on a smaller scale, the federal gov-
ernment could easily lose sight of the wishes and needs of local
communities.

A key factor of New Deal policy that Vermonters encountered was the
question of conservationism: what priorities should the nation and Vermont
set for land management? Those who decide public conservation policy
have always struggled with the central problem of keeping public lands
accessible without jeopardizing the goals of preservation that make those
lands worth visiting. This conflict has affected the shape and organiza-
tion of the National Park Service from the time of its founding in 1916.
The Park Service has never reached a comfortable balance between preser-
vation and access, and throughout the 1930s the tension was heightened
in part because the dramatic increase in federal conservation projects
made the issue more pressing.

Several factors contributed to the New Deal emphasis on projects meant
to improve public lands. In the face of the collapsed stock market and
failing industry, unemployment during the depression era reached ter-



rifying proportions. Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration, declaring
that the federal government would take responsibility for the welfare of
the people, needed to find ways to employ the masses of skilled and
unskilled laborers. Furthermore, as a major landholder in his own right
and later as governor of New York, Roosevelt had demonstrated his con-
cern about the declining productivity of American croplands and the frag-
ile condition of forestlands. Government, he believed, had a role to play
in preserving and improving these important natural resources. Through
the creation of programs like the Civilian Conservation Corps and agencies
like the Works Progress Administration, Roosevelt and his advisers found
ways to put people to work on the land, thereby addressing problems
of unemployment and conservation.?2

Another element that contributed to the rising public interest in con-
servation policy had less to do with the economy than with popular cul-
ture. Throughout the early part of the twentieth century, the amount of
leisure time available to Americans expanded. Planned recreational ac-
tivities and the spaces in which to pursue them became more important
to the general population. In contrast to their Puritan ancestors, twentieth-
century Americans held their spare time sacred, not to be filled with work.
As columnist William H. Upson wrote in 1934, “We have . . . large cities
filled with people who want to go on vacations. . . . Year by year, even
in spite of the depression, a greater number of people are taking more
and longer vacations at a greater distance from home.3

The Great Depression did not slow the recreation movement. In fact,
New Deal planners saw great potential for boosting the economy by de-
veloping tourism and recreation, and the Roosevelt administration re-
sponded to the nation’s growing addiction to leisure by increasing the
number of national parks and recreation areas and helping fund state
projects for recreational purposes. In 1936 the National Resources Com-
mittee reported that revenue generated from manufacturing had gone down
about 50 percent from 1919 to 1933, whereas the money spent on rec-
reation increased from $115 million in 1917 to $400 million in 1935. The
committee called recreation “the salvation of many rural areas and smaller
cities™ In rural states such as Vermont, for example, tourism seemed
to be a stable business compared to other prime resources. In 1929 Ver-
mont earned twice as much from its recreation industry as it did from
its rock quarries, and income from tourism nearly equaled the revenue
from dairy production.’ Thus there were powerful incentives for Ver-
mont to focus its planning energy on the development of recreation.

The proliferation of automobiles among a wide segment of the popu-
lation had a dramatic effect on recreation. Areas that had been accessible
only to the few brave or wealthy enough to attempt to reach them were



now within driving distance of anyone who owned a car. American so-
ciety during the 1930s was more mobile than it had ever been, despite
the hard times, and that mobility was increasing. Because road building
could potentially employ people from all backgrounds and with many
different skills, the government actively encouraged projects that com-
bined the dual needs of transportation and recreation. According to the
National Resources Planning Board, “recreation accounted for 60 per-
cent of road use in the United States in 19336

Much of this recreational driving was done on parkways, roads spe-
cifically designed to be scenic.” New York was the first state to explore
the possibilities of such roads, building the Bronx River Parkway in 1907.
By 1922, counties across New York were modeling their recreational de-
velopment on the Bronx River Parkway, which was an enormous suc-
cess. The parkways of New York in turn set the standard for scenic roads
constructed throughout the country during the 1930s. The parkway seemed
to many to be a logical extension of the concept of the public park, which
was, ideally, accessible to everyone. The parkway met modern recrea-
tion needs and as such was highly attractive to New Deal planners, who
were concerned with bringing rural states such as Vermont into the in-
dustrialized, technologically advanced twentieth century. The Blue Ridge
Parkway connecting Shenandoah National Park in Virginia to the Great
Smoky Mountain National Park in Tennessee was the first major project
the Roosevelt administration funded; it has been called the epitome of
New Deal projects, utilizing “all the prominent New Deal agencies,” in-
cluding the Public Works Administration, Works Progress Administra-
tion, National Park Service, Bureau of Public Roads, Civilian Conser-
vation Corps, and Resettlement Administration.?

The parkway concept was modern, simple, and sanctified by the fed-
eral government, making the idea attractive to state leaders in Vermont.
It was the newest thing in highway design, a symbol of advancement be-
yond pure necessity: Americans could afford to build a road for aesthetic
pleasure alone. To highway planners, it was not simply the landscape
but the road itself that was scenic. They considered the parkway an ar-
tistic expression seeking to create harmony between the natural world
and human constructions; roads were to be “rhythmical in alignment and
profile,” not “the stiff lines of curves and tangents . . . found in general
highway work " The highway in Figure 1 was designed to handle increased
use and mitigate safety hazards. It was also intended to be more beau-
tiful, a feature noted prominently but matter-of-factly on the drawing.
By eliminating roadside billboards, skirting the eyesores of industrial
cities, diverting the flow of traffic into open areas, and producing a con-
tinuously flowing line in the highway, the designer added an aesthetic






dimension to the plan. Based on the assumed need to balance nature and
society, this was a rather practical aesthetic. The designer would have
been surprised by a view that considered all highways, with their pave-
ment and carbon monoxide fumes, to be inherently ugly.

VERMONTERS

The peculiar character of Vermonters played a large role in their re-
action to federal plans. Vermonters could be stubborn and self-contained
in their politics as well as their personal lives.'® They were cautious of
outsiders and clung to old traditions. Many out-of-staters felt that enter-
ing Vermont was like stepping back in time, and publicity agents played
up this nostalgia to attract tourists to the state.

In 1937 the Writers’ Project of the Public Works Administration com-
pleted its guide to Vermont. Like its companion volumes in the Ameri-
can Guide series, the book attempted to characterize the state and its resi-
dents for a wide national audience. A number of Vermont authors,
including Dorothy Canfield Fisher, contributed to the book, which reflects
how Vermonters perceived themselves and wished to be perceived from
the outside. Fisher proudly declared Vermont to be old-fashioned, al-
most a museum or a national park “representing the American past.” It
was an old-fashionedness, exemplified in people like the Green Moun-
tain Boys and Calvin Coolidge, that came from an enduring spirit of in-
dependence yet had a practical edge: while the rest of the nation bounced
from fads back to tradition and to the next new fad, Vermont held firm
to old values that worked.!!

The guide mentioned how “in 1936, Vermont gained national notice
by declining the Green Mountain Parkway.”'? Though the Writers’ Proj-
ect declined to pass judgment on the state’s rejection of another New Deal
proposal, the authors saw in the event aspects of “that spirit of indepen-
dence which has brought [ Vermont] both great praise and great obloquy,
but which has always, whatever the issue, been the dominating force be-
hind its history.”!3

Tourism was becoming increasingly big business in Vermont by the
1930s. The state was fortunate in that it did not have to create artificial
attractions to win visitors; in an era of industrialization, Vermont mar-
keted its own lack of development. In 1931 the Vermont Bureau of Pub-
licity launched a campaign to attract tourists to the state, selling Vermont
with the motto “Vermont, a state unspoiled.” Governor Stanley C. Wilson,
who became an early advocate for the parkway in 1933, made a series
of speeches to this effect, with titles such as “Vermont— A Vacation Land”
and “Vermont—A Tourist’s Paradise.” In one address he told the audience,
“Don't forget that while we have our industry and our agriculture and



are endeavoring to strengthen and expand them both along proper lines,
we propose to preserve to Vermont her natural beauty.”!* Yet the state
government’s resolve to keep Vermont “unspoiled” could be shaken by
a good proposal for development.

The Green Mountains, the most prominent feature of Vermont’s land-
scape, have long played a role in its politics, culture, and economy. Run-
ning on a north-south axis the entire length of the state, the mountains
form a physical (and psychological) barrier separating eastern and west-
ern Vermont. The highway the federal government planned to build would
have accentuated this barrier, and the potential divisiveness of the pro-
posed road was a major argument against it. With the fear of division
came the worry that Vermonters would not be able to control that split.
A front-page editorial in the Rutland Herald warned, “The state will be
split in half, into East Vermont and West Vermont, with a wide strip of
U.S. territory in the middle, which Vermonters can cross only with the
permission of the Federal government.”'® Vermonters, already aware of
their regional differences, wanted to be unified. They united around their
distrust of the federal government.

Vermonters had a love-hate relationship with the New Deal. Many failed
to see the purpose of the emergency measures the government was using
to meet the economiic crisis of the depression. When times got bad, Ver-
monters’ solution was to hunker down and wait for conditions to change.
Vermonters took longer to acknowledge the existence of the depression
in part because the state’s economic problems did not seem as dramatic
as they did in other regions of the country. Banks in Vermont did not
begin to fail until 1933, a year after Roosevelt had declared the national
bank holiday to slow down the epidemic of bank failures. If Vermont
seemed to be doing all right in the 1930s, it was because the state had
always been poor; Vermont “was falling from a lower rung in the eco-
nomic ladder”'® When the economic crisis finally reached Vermont,
though, it hit with a vengeance that made even the most skeptical Re-
publicans think hard about the potential benefits of a welfare state.

In spite of their reluctance to recognize an emergency, for the most
part Vermonters welcomed with open arms the relief packages the fed-
eral government offered. No one argued that the state was poor or that
its infrastructure was outdated and crumbling. Unpaved roads still con-
nected many Vermont farmers to the towns where they bought supplies
and sold their products. Measures were needed to control the spring floods,
which in 1927 had caused enormous damage throughout the state, as they
would again in March 1936.!7 By 1933 the state’s major industries, dairy
farming and quarrying, were rapidly declining.® Because politics in Ver-
mont has always been practical, the state government unhesitatingly ac-


















the very beauties of mountain scenery which parkway opponents fear
would be destroyed?”3? The parkway would not be a gross freeway with
hot-dog stands on either side; it would be an elegantly designed, modern
road surrounded by state and national parks extending its entire length.
Without it, they claimed, “the exploitation of the Green Mountains [would
be] an assured fact”*3

This was, after all, a proposal sponsored by the National Park Ser-
vice, the federal agency most avidly in favor of preservation. Clarence
P. Cowles, a Burlington probate court judge and a founder of the Green
Mountain Club, was a consistent leader in Vermont’s conservation de- .
bates before and after the parkway issue. As late as the 1960s he fought
to protect Mount Mansfield from the burgeoning ski industry. An enthu-
siastic botanist, he welcomed the coming of the National Park Service
to Vermont in part because it could help preserve the state’s diverse spe-
cies of ferns. Cowles considered the parkway idea a “magnificent proj-
ect” and confided to a friend that it “did rather take my breath away at
first” He believed the Wilgus Plan would “add to the attractiveness and
use of the Long Trail, and help maintain and perpetuate it** Cowles
lobbied hard for the proposal among the leaders of the GMC and within
the state government.

The loudest voice of opposition to the parkway came from the GMC
itself. Founded in 1910 on the model of John Muir’s Sierra Club, the
GMC is best known for building and maintaining the Long Trail, the
footpath that leads over the mountains from Massachusetts to Canada,
roughly along the route the new road was to take. The Long Trail had
just been completed in time for the twenty-first birthday of the GMC,
celebrated by passing a series of flares from one peak to the next all the
way down the trail. Governor Wilson made much of the Long Trail as
a tourist attraction, “a health giving and enjoyable recreational endeavor

. worthy of consideration for a vacation that will be different from
any other.”35 Although Wilson supported the Green Mountain Parkway
because he believed it would bring more tourists to the state, he obvi-
ously viewed the Long Trail as a similar asset.

It is not surprising that the GMC would protest a project that could
easily be seen as a threat to the purpose, if not the existence, of the Long
Trail. Even among the club’s leaders, however, there was disagreement
over whether the parkway was antithetical to GMC goals. According to
its constitution, the objective of the GMC is “to make trails and roads,
to erect camps and shelter houses, to publish maps and guide books, and
in other ways to make the Vermont Mountains play a larger part in the
life of the people.”¢ Cowles believed that the use of the word roads in



this context had anticipated a project such as the Green Mountain Park-
way, that the parkway would “forward quite significantly the fundamental
purposes of the Green Mountain Club.”*” What better way to make the
mountains play a greater role in peoples’ lives, he argued, than to have
a road that made them accessible to all?

The club’s trustees refused to be sidetracked by this argument, respond-
ing: “We think that ‘roads, as used there, is practically synonymous with
‘trails’” Automobiles and roads designed specifically for automobiles were
still relatively new at the time of the GMC’s founding, so perhaps Cowles
was stretching the meaning of the clause. The club stated that its mission
was to provide people who desired it an experience in the wilderness
that they could not easily find anywhere else. A highway, with its noises
and smells and the abundance of “ignorant” people it would bring to the
mountains, would make such enjoyment impossible.32

The GMC certainly was not opposed to federal involvement in Vermont
land management nor to the exploitation of forests for logging and other
commercial uses. For instance, it supported the development of the Na-
tional Forest Service, believing that the Department of Agriculture would
better protect Vermont’s forests than would private owners. With proper
management, it asserted, Vermont could provide for the “perpetual pro-
duction of timber.” Other benefits of a well-managed forest would be bet-
ter flood and erosion control. The trustees therefore encouraged the For-
est Service to expand its boundaries in the Green Mountain National
Forest.3* The GMC clearly differentiated between the necessary uses
for a forest and what they considered exploitation.

In 1933 the club took a hard-line position against the parkway, cate-
gorically refusing to consider endorsing its construction. At a special
meeting of the trustees held in July, the GMC’s leaders drew up a state-
ment of opposition, resolving that the club was “unalterably opposed to
the construction of such a highway.”#® The GMC appealed to Vermonters’
thrifty nature, framing its argument in terms of the economic well-being
of Vermont before discussing the club’s philosophy of conservation. The
issue was as much about saving money as it was about keeping Vermont
“unspoiled”; although the parkway appeared to come out of federal funds,
it could easily turn into an extravagance the state could ill afford. The
GMC then acknowledged that its primary interest—preventing damage
to the Long Trail —was slightly different from the interests of the public
at large. The trustees sent this resolution to Vermont’s political leaders,
and news of the GMC’s stance reached newspapers across the state the
next day.*!

By 1934, however, it appeared to GMC leaders that the parkway was
inevitable, as both the state and federal government were taking serious



steps toward turning the project into a reality. Most significant was the
reconnaissance survey of the proposed site, undertaken by a team of Ver-
monters as well as landscape architects and engineers employed by the
National Park Service. The trustees realized that if they wanted the Long
Trail to survive the road building, they would have to cooperate with the
federal government. The surveyors made it clear that the GMC’s input
was valuable to them; after all, the club’s leaders had spent the past twenty
years surveying this territory, and their knowledge and opinions were
based on hard-earned experience. In return the club received guarantees
that the Long Trail would be relocated where necessary and that the fed-
eral government would provide the funding and labor force to do so. GMC
trustees appointed Herbert Congdon to “cooperate with the state and fed-
eral authorities in trying to locate the National Parkway so as not to affect
the Long Trail and also assist in the re-location of the Long Trail as agreed
to by the federal commission.” The club explained this change of posi-
tion to its members: “While the trustees have opposed this project, and
regret that their opposition has not availed to kill it, still they feel that
there are several mitigating circumstances, and the result will not be as
bad as was feared.”*2 This was not capitulation but an attempt to make
the most of an unavoidable situation. GMC leaders did not pretend to
be happy about the developments. “Many lovers of the mountains and
wilderness . . . will not cease to regret that this gash . . . is to be cut.”+3

This switch was short-lived, however. By September the trustees
reaffirmed their former “unalterable opposition” and published a sarcas-
tic statement about Governor Wilson, claiming he had acknowledged the
group’s “power to wreck this plan.” A considerable amount of discussion
and debate was taking place within the ranks of the club during this time.
Although the GMC'’s shift in position had been well publicized, it was
less widely known that the club’s members were far from unanimous in
their understanding of the issues. The official history of the GMC men-
tions only that the club “mounted opposition to the so-called Green Moun-
tain Parkway.”*¢ Other GMC literature states that it “never faltered in its
opposition” to the parkway.*> Cowles was sarcastic about the club’s self-
congratulatory stance, commenting to his friend David Howe, the editor
of the Burlington Free Press: “It is a wise man who can be ‘unalterably’
opposed to a debatable position, and a brave soul who cares openly to
say so. Don’t you think we ought to take off our hats to the trustees of
the G.M.C. for that?”*¢ Of course the membership could not have been
in complete, “unalterable” agreement about the parkway if even the trust-
ees’ views changed during the three years of the controversy. One of them,
Mortimer Proctor, was quoted as saying, “When the parkway was first
proposed, I was somewhat captivated by certain spectacular phases. Con-



tact over a period of several months with all sorts of arguments, how-
ever, has placed me in the opposition column.”#’

In order for the trustees accurately to represent the view of their con-
stituents, they polled the members. In July 1934 Wallace M. Fay of Proc-
tor, Vermont, then the club’s president, sent out ballots asking members
to take a stand. Attached to each ballot was a list of seven advantages
and disadvantages of the Wilgus Plan, “endeavoring to give, in a fair way,
the arguments on both sides” and pointing out the parkway’s impact on
the Long Trail, the risk of roadside development, the possible effects
on trade and tourism, the kind of visitor the parkway was likely to attract
to the state, forest management and conservation issues, and potential
benefits the parkway could yield for Vermont. Even Cowles complimented
Fay on “the fairness with which you have set out the pros and cons of
this question.”*® If anything, the ballot was biased in favor of the park-
way, each of the reasons for the proposal taking up several paragraphs
apiece and the reasons against it never running longer than two concise
sentences.*®

The results of the vote were disappointing and inconclusive. Only 468
out of over 1,000 members returned their ballots, and 42 percent favored
the parkway.>° Of those for the parkway, more than half were Vermonters,
which meant that although more Vermonters opposed the proposal than
supported it (by twelve votes), a significant number were skeptical of
the club’s opposition. The Long Trail News complained that “there should
have been a larger vote.” Still, this slim majority, as well as a separate
trustees’ vote that came out fourteen to two against the road, was con-
sidered enough of a mandate for the leadership to continue to voice op-
position in the name of the GMC.3!

This survey alone might suggest that the parkway was not as pressing
an issue as activists on either side made it out to be. A majority of GMC
members did not even vote, so the ones who did must have been those
most concerned about the issue—although some members might have
been confused by Fay’s positive presentation of the proposal. When Fay
sent out the ballots, the parkway seemed to be a fait accompli; members
may have failed to vote because they believed neither their vote nor the
actions of the GMC would affect the outcome of the issue. Two years
later, though, when the proposal was brought to a state referendum, it
clearly had become the major issue of the day. We can assume that at
least some GMC members were active in their town meetings that year.
Everyone else was.

GMC leaders recognized that simple opposition was not a good strat-
egy where federal money was concerned, and so a committee set out to
design another proposal that would fulfill the goals of the parkway with-



out endangering the mountains or the Long Trail. Early alternatives were
so-called valley parkways, which would have looked much like Interstate
91 does today, with its beautiful views and easy access to towns through-
out the state. Placing the road in the valleys, its advocates claimed, would
encourage tourists to stop in Vermont villages and contribute to the state’s
economy. Many argued that the skyline highway would bypass too many
towns, especially in the south, making it inconvenient for tourists to visit
them.>?

Wallace Fay’s “All-Vermont Plan” was more sophisticated. Fay proposed
that the federal money intended for the parkway be spent on renovating
abandoned farmhouses and reconstructing the roads to get to them, with
the purpose of attracting long-term visitors who, instead of exploiting
Vermont for a day or two on a parkway, would live in the state, bringing
in their talent and money.>* The people who would want these “summer
houses” would be the kind of people Vermont wanted to attract. Another
benefit would be the general improvement of the failing infrastructure.
Although Fay’s plan was presented to the state’s House of Representatives,
it was never seriously considered.

The Burlington Free Press, which consistently supported the Green
Mountain Parkway, strongly objected to these alternative plans. In the
case of the “valley parkways,” the editors claimed that the Green Moun-
tain Parkway would not, for the most part, be along the ridges of the
mountains, so the mountainsides would not be scarred. As for the people
who complained that their villages would be bypassed, they were simply
too shortsighted to see the long-range benefits the parkway would bring
to the state.

The Free Press was most critical of the All-Vermont Plan, rebutting
the claim that the parkway would drive away the kind of visitors Ver-
monters wanted to receive: “The fact is that the records indicate the year
in which the parkway survey was made, and nearly everybody was talk-
ing about it, more outsiders bought property in Vermont than in any other
year for which records have been kept. Is not that evidence that the pros-
pect of the Parkway encouraged outsiders to buy summer homes in Ver-
mont?”3* At a hearing on the parkway held on March 8, 1935, the head
of the division of public roads made the claim that it was out-of-staters
with no lasting stake in Vermont who were spreading opposition to the
parkway. He “had no patience with people from out of the state who
buy summer places here and then object to anyone else coming in to the
state”33

Vermonters were extremely concerned that they get their money’s worth
from any project funded by the federal government. Many were not con-
vinced that a skyline drive would provide the kind of economic stimulus



needed to pull the state out of its poverty. Some resented that the aid pack-
age could not be spent more practically—on flood control, for example,
or the improvement of existing highways and backroads. “Parkways would
be awfully nice,” a Rutland salesclerk told the Herald, “but they don’t
seem as essential as good roads and sidewalks.”>¢ A few suggested that
the parkway be built somewhere else, perhaps in upstate New York or
in the wilderness of Maine.>’

Opponents of the parkway considered it unfair that the offer of aid should
be an all-or-nothing package tied to the acceptance of a potentially dam-
aging project, but supporters of the parkway found the alternative pro-
posals as irritating as those of the GMC. Many favored the proposal for
the sole reason that its passage would allow the state to obtain $10 mil-
lion; as the Free Press remarked, “if our Washington Santa Claus wants
to send us up ten millions to build a road over the side of our old Green
Mountains, let’s graciously accept it and put the boys to work.”3#

Others regarded this as poor rationale and warned that there was no
guarantee that Vermont would not eventually have to shell out huge amounts
of money to finish a project that the federal government began and then
abandoned.>® As it was, Vermont was to contribute $500,000, to be col-
lected through a gasoline tax. Many Vermonters were uncertain whether
the parkway would bring revenue into the state or end up costing a for-
tune in unrepaid maintenance costs. Much of this distrust had to do with
antagonism toward New Deal legislation in general: the more involved
the state became in New Deal projects, the more it stood to lose if or
when the New Deal failed.

THE DECISION OF THE PEOPLE

The debates grew more heated when the issue came before the Gen-
eral Assembly. On February 1, 1935, Governor Charles M. Smith sent
the findings of the National Park Service reconnaissance survey to the
Vermont House of Representatives. The governor’s report informed legis-
lators of the nature of the parkway, showed how it would fit into a broader
plan of regional parkways connecting Massachusetts and New York, and
assured them that it would be accessible and attractive to large numbers
of people living in cities. The report went into the details of the plan,
explaining that the 1,000-foot right-of-way surrounding the road, key to
Wilgus’s idea, would “give approximately 500 feet of forest and park
land on either side of the Parkway.” Moreover, “At numerous places this
width will be expanded into park area including whole lakes and their
shores, stream valleys and their adjacent hillsides and entire mountains
or groups of mountains. . . . The present terminus of the project will
be a park area of some 20,000 or more acres of complete wilderness,






Advocates of the parkway did not give up after the 1935 vote. The Free
Press carried an editorial claiming the defeat was “not a decisive blow”
and warning that the House of Representatives had “gone against a strong
popular will, even though members may feel they were representing their
constituents.”¢® Cowles wrote the editor of the newspaper in July 1935:
“I still expect to drive my auto over the full length of the Green Mountain
Parkway.”¢® In the fall Governor Smith asked legislators to reconsider
their decision. Instead, they turned it over to the people, asking for a
referendum vote to be held on the upcoming Town Meeting Day.?°

Vermonters rejected the parkway 43,176 to 31,101.7! This wide margin
was a surprise even to those who had worked hardest to defeat it. The
Long Trail News reported, “The referendum vote on the parkway at the
Vermont town meetings in March was not as close as expected. It was
generally expected that the voters would turn down the scheme by a small
majority of perhaps 3,000, but the majority against it was about 12,500.72
The victory was somewhat confusing to the plan’s boosters, who acknowl-
edged that their defeat could work to the state’s advantage. The editor
of the Free Press wrote, “We cheerfully and without bitterness accept
the verdict of the majority. . . . And, while we are still of the opinion
that the Parkway would not have ‘spoiled’ Vermont had it been built, we
fully recognize that its defeat will enable Vermont to place new emphasis
on the slogan ‘Unspoiled Vermont’ and we feel sure the State Publicity
Service will take advantage of that opportunity.”’? This graciousness did
not preclude the impulse to satirize the outcome. While the Herald made
much of Glastenbury’s unanimous negative vote, the Free Press noted
that the unity of the town’s three voters “undoubtedly . . . indicates that
the members of the Mattison family are still getting along reasonably
well together.” Still, this was as harsh as the post mortem commentary
became. Parkway supporters, like good Vermonters, possessed a strong
streak of realism. The Free Press editor summed up his notes with a prac-
tical sigh: “Well, the people have expressed their opinions in no uncer-
tain terms. So that’s that. Now we can turn our attention to other matters.””*

CONCLUSION

Why did the parkway proposal fail? There is no single satisfactory ex-
planation, which suggests that the more important question is why the
parkway became a major issue in the first place. And crucial to an analy-
sis of this question is an understanding of how those involved in the de-
bate perceived themselves and their motives.

The debate cannot be understood as a conventional conservation battle.
It is wrong to assume that the proponents of the parkway were anticon-
servationist simply because they favored development. Indeed, both sides


















