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also became a factor. Austin rallied support as the chosen representa-
tive of the “young guard,” and he denounced Partridge as a member of
the Proctor political machine.*

Austin held a distinct advantage over his opponent because Par-
tridge was kept in Washington by a continuing session of Congress.
Nonetheless, the Partridge campaign outspent Austin by over six thou-
sand dollars.5 In the meantime, Austin made over sixty speeches
throughout the state.® The election was declared a toss-up on the eve
of the primary, but the next day’s count found Austin the victor by
over eight thousand votes out of the total of seventy-eight thousand.?

The special election, held on March 31, 1931, was typically anti-
climactic as the Democratic candidate, Stephen M. Driscoll of St. Al-
bans, waged only a token campaign against his Republican opponent.
Privately, Austin showed disdain for the Democrat’s political power;
he remarked to his mother several days before the election that he
planned to go to Washington very soon afterwards.8 The major con-
cern of the Republican Party leaders was the voter turnout — not in
the sense that they were worried Austin would lose but rather that the
Republican plurality might not be all that they hoped.® Their fears
proved well founded when a small vote carried Austin to victory by
less than a two-to-one margin.1?

Although a new session of Congress was not to begin until Decem-
ber, Austin established himself immediately in Washington. As a fresh-
man Senator he worked with caution as he learned the intricacies of
the position. Austin found the routine there entirely different from
anything he had faced in the past.1! After the first session of the Seven-
ty-Second Congress had met for a month, Austin found himself critical
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sequent catastrophe of using ill-trained Army pilots by the Post Office
Department to fly the mail previously flown by the contractors and of
a new bill presented to Congress which eliminated the former carriers
from competing for contracts?® exacerbated the hostility which had
grown between Austin and the policies of the New Deal. The Senator
felt it was merely another step toward tyranny:

However unfortunate may seem the material and intimate results of the
cancellations of the air-mail contracts and the acts which have succeeded
that, the poignancy of the event was the grave and serious doubt excited
in the minds of men and women of the purpose of the “New Deal”
which is neither Republican nor Democratic. Is it an emergency policy?
Or is it a permanent departure from free institutions and a surreptitious
establishment, without the knowledge or consent of the people of ideas
of government which are in conflict with the breeding, the traditions,
and the settled purpose of the American people?3°

The staunch opposition of Austin to the manipulation of the New Deal
set the stage for the 1934 elections in Vermont.

I11.

The early success of the Roosevelt program increased the desire of
the Democrats to gain strength in the off-year elections at the expense
of the anti-New Dealers. As early as January, Austin was aware that a
stronger than usual Democratic effort would be directed against him
and all Republicans because of New Deal opposition.3! He keenly
watched the results of a special election in that month which filled
Vermont’s other Senate seat and its lone seat in the House of Repre-
sentatives following the death of Senator Porter Dale of Island
Pond.32 Austin confessed that the returns from Franklin, Chittenden
and Rutland counties indicated that he must work vigorously to gain
reelection in the fall.33 In showing concern over the Democratic

29. New York Times, February 23, 24, March 1, 2, 1934; Congressional Record,
73rd Cong., 2nd sess., March 14, 1934, 78, Part 4, 4506-4507; April 28, 1934, Part 7,
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uary 2, 1934, PPF, Hoover Papers.

32. Vermont’s representative in the House, Ermest W. Gibson of Brattleboro, re-
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1932 he was chairman of the Vermont delegation. Unlike Austin, Mar-
tin was not known for his oratorical ability, but he was known as a suc-
cessful businessman with a winning personality.39

The question of how greatly the Democrats could make inroads into
Republican ranks was constantly under study. One newspaper indi-
cated early that, if Vermont intended to show resentment against Aus-
tin for his criticism of the New Deal, such sentiment would have been
reflected in the primary. This paper felt the overwhelming victory by
Austin was a barometer of Republican strength.4? But generally it was
thought that Austin would face a stern test in November.4! In a na-
tional survey, Turner Catledge of The New York Times, conceded
that the popularity of FDR would be a rallying point for most Demo-
crats but that this would not suffice to stop Austin in Vermont.42

The Vermont Democrats opened their campaign headquarters in
Rutland, and they held an unusually loud convention in Montpelier on
September 25. The major plank in their platform was an unqualified
endorsement of the New Deal program, and there was a strong indica-
tion that their campaign would not suffer from a lack of funds.4® Mon-
ey from the national Democratic war chest allowed the Vermont party
to utilize such techniques as publication of an eight-page newsheet,
The Vermont Democrat, and to bring in help from outside the state to
assist their campaign. Unaided by advertising, the newsheet was sent
primarily to the rural districts. Its main slogan read: “Back Roosevelt
— Help Vermont.” It pointed out the areas in which Vermont had re-
ceived money from the federal government through New Deal pro-
grams such as flood control and the AAA .44

In bringing Alben Barkley of Kentucky into Vermont to support
their candidates, the Democrats attempted a major thrust at Austin by
charging that his stands against New Deal legislation were retrogres-
sive. Barkley was part of a “shock troop” barn-storming plan which
concentrated on Vermont, Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Mis-
souri.45

The major Democratic workers and candidates for other Demo-
cratic offices also leveled attacks at Austin. Harry W. Witters of St.
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44, The Vermont Democrat, Box: unarranged, Austin Papers.

45. Burlington Free Press, October 23, October 25, 1934,

136












the votes cast.% In comparison, the two other Republican candidates
running for major office won by the usual large Republican plurality.
Charles Plumley of Northfield handily defeated Carroll E. Jenkins of
Orleans in a race for the seat in the House of Representatives, 73,500
to 55,005. In the gubernatorial race, Charles M. Smith of Rutland,
the former Lieutenant Governor, likewise easily won over the Demo-
crat’s James Leamy, 73,521 to 54,083.65

IV.

Any assessment of the campaign must account for the emphasis
placed on Austin’s Senate seat compared to the other posts up for elec-
tion. Surely Austin had been one of the critics of the New Deal. Na-
tionally, the Democrats felt that 1934 was their year. Even in Vermont
they believed they had a chance through an appeal for endorsement
of the New Deal. Bolstered by a popular votegetter such as Frederick
Martin, they became convinced it was worth the effort to try to turn
the trick.

The platforms of the two candidates must also be taken into account.
The issues were national in scope, and there could not have been a
more clear-cut choice for the voter. Martin’s campaign solidly en-
dorsed the New Deal while Austin opposed it in all its aspects.

Psychologically, Austin had an advantage. He stood on his record
that always had favored rugged individualism, frugality and the inde-
pendence of the Green Mountain State. He emphasized these points
at every opportunity. Austin proclaimed himself to be his own man,
representing his own state against practically the rest of the nation.
His campaign was based on a strong appeal to a Vermont tradition of
conservatism not to be denied. At a time when change was taking place
rapidly, Austin remained within the mold of the conservative Vermont
political tradition.

In the face of all this, Austin’s near defeat demonstrated the impact
the New Deal had on the voters of Vermont. Nearly half of those who
voted were willing to abandon old ideas of frugality, independence
and rugged individualism in favor of the experimentation offered by
the New Deal.

Austin continued as a political conservative in his opposition to the
New Deal throughout the remainder of the thirties. His stands on do-
mestic issues later were eclipsed by his internationalist leadership in
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