






































felt compelled by party loyalty to cast votes both for the final bill and
to override President Harry S Truman’s veto. In a gesture of reconcil-
iation toward some of his labor supporters, Aiken promised that those
aspects of the bill that proved most obnoxious would later be repealed
or amended. Despite his vote, Aiken retained the support of organized
labor in his state. The Taft-Hartley Act was, however, to have far-reaching
consequences for his coalition.40

The Gibson-Aiken faction, failing to unite behind a single guberna-
torial candidate, split its vote. As a result, the winner of the primary
was Lee Emerson, who gained only 43 percent of the vote. Emerson,
an instinctive conservative, assumed office during the height of the Ko-
rean War, and he reasoned that the costs of a “vastly stepped up military
machine” would drain revenues and make it “more difficult at the state
level to carry on our government.” His solution was to “perfect econ-
omies” and “curtail desirable but not absolutely essential activity.” His
specific proposals included dismantling some Gibson agencies, funding
others at lower levels, and rejecting most initiatives to expand the state’s
social services. Succeeding in cutting spending in health, education,
and public assistance, he nonetheless failed to stem the tide of rising
state expenditures. The 1951 legislature thwarted his major economic
moves and hastily enacted “emergency” income and corporate surtaxes
to balance the budget. Soon after the legislature adjourned, it became
apparent that everyone had underestimated the economic stimulus the
Korean War had given the Vermont economy, for just before the 1952
primaries, the state reported the largest surplus in its history.

In April 1952 Emerson announced that he would seek reelection. Dis-
sident Republicans, smarting from a state surplus more than sufficient
to fund the curtailed social services and determined to avoid the frag-
mentation that marked their 1950 primary efforts, quickly settled on a
single opposition candidate, former superior court justice Henry F. Black.
Knowledgeable observers noted that the pressure upon Black to enter
the gubernatorial contest had come largely from Gibsonites, but this
did not prevent the judge from cultivating an image of being above fac-
tion. Emerson was in an uphill fight for renomination when on the eve
of the filing deadline for the primary, Black withdrew from the race,
exhausted from the emotional and physical toil of campaigning. Anti-
Emerson forces were unwilling to allow the governor renomination by
default, and Gibson unsuccessfully attempted to recruit the candidacy
of former Marine Corps general Merritt Edson, who had served as Gibson's
commissioner of public safety. Edson, a Rutland native and Medal of
Honor winner, declined.*? Henry Vail, a state senator from Windsor
County and a veteran with more modest credentials, entered at the last



moment instead. Despite, or perhaps because of, Vail’s relative obscu-
rity and the brevity of his campaign, the anti-Emerson forces were able
to carry him to within 2,600 votes of victory. Buoyed by his primary
showing, Vail ran as a write-in candidate in the general election.

Emerson was, however, assured a win in the general election: 1952
was a presidential election year, with Eisenhower adherents certain to
swell Republican ranks. As expected, the national campaign generated
a record voter turnout in the state. For the first time in history, Vermont
candidates garnered over 100,000 votes. Eisenhower carried the state
by over 60,000 (71 percent), and Ralph Flanders, who was agreeable
to a wide spectrum of voters and had gained CIO endorsement in 1946,
was reelected to the U.S. Senate by an even larger majority. Emerson
was also reelected but managed fewer votes than any other major can-
didate, less than 52 percent of the gubernatorial total.

The result reflected powerful organized dissatisfaction with Emerson,
but Vail barely garnered 8 percent of the popular vote. More significant
was the Democratic gubernatorial showing. Candidate Robert Larrow
captured almost 40 percent with over 60,000 votes, the most ever for
a Democratic gubernatorial candidate up to that time. Larrow campaigned
as if he intended to win, and the Democratic organization, still hurting
from Truman’s appointment of Gibson, had turned the first corner toward
electoral success. In 1952, however, that was not yet clear. With unprec-
edented numbers lured to the polls by Eisenhower, the Democrats elected
only eighteen representatives to the Vermont house, the fewest since
1894. The senate stood twenty-seven to three. By 1952 the Aiken-Gibson
labor supporters were voting Democratic for governor.

These consequences were not immediately apparent. Gibson was re-
elected governor in 1948 by the same coalition, beating back in the Re-
publican primary a strong challenge by Lee Emerson, who had served
as lieutenant governor under both Proctor and Gibson. Gibson won only
54.4 percent of the vote, and his margin of victory in the state’s largest
towns more than accounts for that figure; in Democratic Winooski, for
example, Gibson won an astounding 952 out of 1,052 votes. Gibson’s
labor support also carried over into the general election. But in the na-
tional election Vermont’s still unwavering Republican loyalty did not pre-
vent the defeat of Thomas E. Dewey; as Aiken predicted, the Demo-
cratic presidential candidate, Truman, was victorious.

In his two terms in office, Gibson succeeded more than most gover-
nors in advancing the specifics of his program. Depicted in the national
press as “Vermont's New Dealing Yankee,” he was characterized in the
leftist Nation magazine as the most effective liberal governor of the
region.*! Rejecting the argument that Vermont was too small or too poor



to afford more than the most modest expenditures, Gibson induced the
legislature to enact much of his legislative agenda. Vermont raised teacher
salaries, established a compulsory teachers’ retirement system, converted
the state normal schools into teacher colleges, established a state police,
expanded welfare benefits, and overcame objections to the extension of
federal aid programs. Gibson met the increased cost in government caused
by these programs by instituting a more steeply graduated income tax
and a rise in corporate assessments.

Not all the governor’s programs were adopted. During Gibson’s first
term, a pet project for mobile public health units was narrowly defeated,
despite lamentations that “nearly one out of every two boys of the State
called to arms under the Selective Service Act were rejected.” It is sig-
nificant that Lieutenant Governor Lee Emerson cast the tie-breaking
vote against the program. During Gibson’s second term, his most sub-
stantial setback was failure to secure authorization for a Vermont power
authority to distribute St. Lawrence River-generated electricity. Shortly
after the legislature voted down the public authority, Gibson resigned
as governor to accept Truman’s appointment as the Vermont federal dis-
trict judge.

The appointment of a Republican by a Democrat startled the political
world. Both parties in Vermont were thrown into disarray. Democrats,
distraught at losing their most valuable patronage asset, were put on
notice to contest state and national elections more vigorously. For Re-
publicans, the message was more ambiguous. The immediate consequence
of Gibson’s appointment was that the governor’s office was turned over
to Lieutenant Governor Harold Arthur, a politician at ideological odds
with Gibson and Aiken. Arthur’s opponent for licutenant governor in
1948 had been Winston Prouty, who as house speaker had shepherded
Gibson’s program through the legislature. Prouty solicited Gibson’s sup-
port in the primary, but Gibson declined, refusing to oppose a World
War II veteran. Gibson’s earlier fulminations against any succession lad-
der further militated against his designating a successor.

With Gibson nominally removed from politics, the 1950 gubernatorial
primary was expected to determine whether Vermont’s social idealism
would continue to prevail over fiscal and institutional conservatism. Yet
the question whether to continue along the course Gibson had set was
never placed squarely before the electorate. Circumstances and indeci-
sion among the Gibsonites conspired to confuse that issue. The Gibson-
ites originally hoped to support J. Harold Stacy, house speaker during
Gibson’s second term; Stacy at first refused to run, and Peter Bove, a
loyal Aiken-Gibson ally, entered the race. When later Stacy submitted
his candidacy, Bove refused to withdraw. That Aiken was himself facing






reelection to the U.S. Senate in 1950 and hoped to escape the primaries
unopposed inhibited his and Gibson’s inclinations to intercede. Aiken
was able to avoid opposition, but the luxury might have been denied
him had he stimulated intraparty rivalries. The absence of a Senate pri-
mary contest opponent, it should be noted, made it less necessary for
Aiken to mobilize his farm-labor supporters.

The Taft-Hartley Act struck a heavy blow against the Aiken-Gibson
wing and irrevocably altered the complexion of Vermont partisan pol-
itics. By 1954 the Aiken-Gibson wing was no longer a factor in Repub-
lican primaries. That year Vail, running against Lieutenant Governor
Joseph Johnson, a Springfield industrialist, won less than 33 percent
of the Republican primary vote. The Democratic gubernatorial candi-
date in the general election captured over 42 percent and fell only 5,300
votes short of victory. The demise of an Aiken-Gibson faction in the
electorate and the rise of the Vermont Democratic party were certainly
intertwined.

The inability of the Aiken-Gibson faction to perpetuate itself can be
attributed to a host of factors. The repudiation of a succession ladder,
Gibson’s sudden departure for the court, and the subsequent comic-opera
searches for candidates to rally around all contributed to its weakening.
A decline in the strength of veterans’ organizations, such as those ac-
tively supporting Gibson in 1946 and 1948, was also a factor, as was
the split of the farm-labor coalition, exemplified in the elevation of Keith
Wallace to succeed Arthur Packard as president of the Vermont Farm
Bureau.*3

Wallace was less intimately associated than Packard with either Aiken
or Gibson, and he never developed an amiable working relationship with
Lawson. Indeed, Wallace repudiated a farm-labor alliance by supporting
a Vermont right-to-work law that would prohibit union shops. Section
14b of the Taft-Hartley Act permitted individual states to adopt such
an act, and that was only one of numerous ways that Taft-Hartley com-
pounded the problems of the Aiken-Gibson forces.

Aiken had voted for Taft-Hartley, but only reluctantly. His network
of values mandated a minimum of state and federal intervention in labor
disputes, and a “Vermont way” (as embodied in the state’s Mediation
and Arbitration Act of 1939) remained his preferred course. For Aiken,
the antilabor disposition of Congress in 1947 confirmed his view that
mandated government intervention was more likely to sour than sweeten
industrial-labor relations. Although Aiken was immune to labor disaffec-
tion, Taft-Hartley made it increasingly difficult for organized labor to
mobilize resources for Republican candidates.

In both 1948 and 1952, the Democratic national platforms contained



planks advocating repeal of the “inadequate, unworkable, and unfair”
act because it tipped “the scales in favor of management against labor.”
Organized labor, proclaiming Taft-Hartley to be a “slave labor act” that
increased the number of labor-management disputes, supported Demo-
cratic candidates who favored its repeal.** During Vermont's years as
a Republican stronghold, labor’s best access to the political arena was
through the Republican primaries. In the climate engendered by Taft-
Hartley, however, Vermont's political waters had become muddied, and
union leaders’ choices for entering them had also become much less clear.

Indiscriminate antilabor charges were such standard political fare that
the 1948 Labor for Gibson Club flyer signed by Lawson as president
of the state CIO council and by two AFL counterparts repudiated Emerson’s
charges that Gibson had supported a “labor coercion bill.”#* By 1952
labor put forward no Republican-for-governor clubs. Vermont labor
strategy — staunchly Democratic in national elections, Republican during
the state primaries, and on either side, depending on circumstance, in
local elections —had become too schizophrenic and dangerous to manage.

By 1954 the window of opportunity that had provided labor its ratio-
nale for participating in Republican primaries had closed. Not only had
its alliance with the Farm Bureau collapsed, but in 1956 and 1958 the
gubernatorial primaries were uncontested, rendering coalition politics
irrelevant. Meanwhile, the Democrats continued to show such increased
strength with each general election that, as the 1958 elections demon-
strated, Republicans could not safely antagonize labor in general elec-
tions. That year the Republican gubernatorial candidate, Lieutenant Gov-
ernor Robert Stafford, was compelled to fight back an element within
his party, led by Shelburne industrialist and right-to-work advocate
Richard Snelling, advocating that the state implement 14b of Taft-Hartley
and outlaw the union shop.4¢ Stafford was able to avert this, but the right-
to-work movement nonetheless tarred all Republican candidates with
an antilabor brush. Stafford squeaked to victory by 519 votes, and for
the first time since pre-Civil War days, a Democrat won statewide elec-
tion as William Meyer was elected to Congress.

In January 1944 the governor of Vermont, William H. Wills, had ded-
icated his weekly radio broadcast to the question, “Will the Republican
party commit suicide?” Wills flaunted Vermont’s republicanism as a badge
of honor, yet he feared the national party would forgo its most attractive
candidates to maintain a misconceived ideological purity. Would can-
didates be required “to condemn labor because of certain termites in
the timbers of labor’s house?”4” Although Wills had not been forced into
a primary contest in either of his gubernatorial campaigns, he appre-
ciated the importance of labor’s support. Indeed, his administrations,



prodded by the exigencies of war, provided labor with even greater ac-
cess to the corridors of power than Aiken’s had. Whether the Republican
electorate was bifactional or otherwise, the party met Duane Lockard’s
standard of a system so inclusive that it treated have-nots relatively well.

After 1946, however, it became increasingly difficult to retain labor’s
support for Republican primary candidates. The enactment of Taft-Hartley
with Democrats subsequently championing repeal, stigmatized Repub-
lican candidates in the eyes of rank-and-file labor. Mobilizing support
for Republicans would under the best of circumstances have been an
arduous task, but labor leaders were further frustrated by the inability
of the Aiken-Gibson forces to unite behind a candidate. The alienation
of labor contributed to the growth of the Democratic party, but once
the Democratic party became a potentially viable alternative to repub-
licanism, labor and other elements—those Frank Bryan described as
proponents of “progressive populism™ became more rapidly and increas-
ingly disaffected.

By 1958, with labor representatives no longer powerful in Republican
councils, a wing of the party was able to build a right-to-work plank
into the state platform. Stafford, recognizing the danger it presented,
rejected the plank as irrelevant to Vermont. This gesture may have saved
his own election, but it did not forestall the first defeat of a statewide
Republican candidate in over 100 years. One-party politics had receded
into Vermont’s past.
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