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James Taylor’s Progressive Vision:
The Green Mountain Parkway

For Taylor, the parkway was
synonymous with progress. It would
open Vermont to the outside, literally
as well as figuratively.

By HaL GOLDMAN

n a 1936 referendum Vermonters rejected a bond issue intended to
provide funding for the Green Mountain Parkway. The parkway
would have traveled the length of Vermont, following the spine of

the Green Mountains, passing near the top of every major peak in the
state, including Killington, Pico, Camel’s Hump, Mansfield, and Jay.
During the three years prior to the referendum, the parkway issue divided
Vermonters along lines that violated the traditional social, economic, and
political patterns that had come to define Vermont decisionmaking by
the early twentieth century.

The proposal served as a lightning rod for many of the concerns Ver-
monters had about the future of their state. For many, the parkway pro-
posal reflected all too sharply the atmosphere of uncertainty and change
within Vermont. The arguments for and against it referenced a different
relationship with the outside world in the future. The parkway promised
greater federal involvement in the state, meaning more funds but also,
perhaps, Vermonters’ loss of control over their economic destiny. The






and mountainous did the commission members really believe Vermont
was? Did the exaggerated relief map reflect the exaggerated importance
Vermont’s mountains played in the minds of its people? Opinions about
what that landscape stood for and who should use and benefit from it
varied greatly. The discourse of the main combatants in the parkway de-
bate resonates with these conflicts.

“CONTENT TO BE A VALLEY PEOPLE”

The parkway project was first proposed by William J. Wilgus in 1933.
Wilgus, a renowned civil engineer, believed that the parkway (“Vermont’s
opportunity,” as he called it) was the only project capable of qualifying
for funds under the recently passed National Industrial Recovery Act.
Wilgus asserted that Vermont would receive $10 million in direct funds
for a project that would employ 6,000 to 8,000 people and bring with
it a host of other tangible and intangible benefits for the state.?

Working very closely with Wilgus in promoting the plan was the Ver-
mont Chamber of Commerce and its executive secretary, James Paddock
Taylor.? Taylor had originated the idea of the Long Trail and founded
the Green Mountain Club (GMC). As executive secretary of the chamber,
he led an unceasing, often behind-the-scenes campaign on behalf of the
parkway project during the three years it was under consideration in Ver-
mont. In a two-year period, Taylor and Wilgus exchanged some sixty-
three letters. It might seem odd that the man responsible for the Long
Trail would work so hard on a project that many believed would destroy
the trail and that GMC leaders vehemently opposed. But if we look at
the reasoning behind Taylor’s original efforts to create the Long Trail,
we see that his focus was not on nature nor even on enjoyment of the
mountains for their own sake. Instead, he was drawn to the mountains’
usefulness in promoting his progressive program for Vermont’s citizens.

Born in New York State on September 9, 1872, Taylor, the son of a
Colgate math professor, attended Colgate Academy and Colgate Univer-
sity, graduating Phi Beta Kappa in 1895. After graduate work at Harvard
and Columbia and travel to Germany, he returned to Colgate Academy
to teach. In 1908 he moved to Vermont to assume the position of assis-
tant principal at the Vermont Academy in Saxton’s River.*

Taylor’s interest in hiking trails grew out of his experiences at Vermont
Academy. He strongly believed that outdoor activities were important
to the physical and spiritual development of his charges. Taylor wrote
amanuscript entitled “Outdoor Life and Sports for High Schools —A Sys-
tem for Vermont.” One reason for the program, according to Taylor, was
that a “proper state policy for Vermont is to do something new and differ-





















out of her valley-mindedness into the big view of things which should
be expected from a mountain people.”® In an earlier letter to Boston land-
scape architect John Nolen, Taylor wrote, “My opinion of the proposed
survey for the Green Mountain Parkway is that not merely in itself and
for itself, but also in all its connotations and implications along planning
and state designing lines this survey will be one of the most significant
and influential things which ever happened in Vermont.”*! Speaking more
generally of the project, Taylor wrote Wilgus, “I am more and more con-
vinced that the Parkway project and all that goes with it in related ideas
and setups is a supremely important thing for Vermont.”3?

Taylor’s projects, from the Long Trail to paved roads and finally the
parkway, were held together by the idea of using Vermont’s landscape
as an instrument of progress. In a letter to Wilgus, Taylor explained that
years before he had looked at the Green Mountain range and wondered
whether a footpath would extend over the summit of the mountains from
one side of the state to the other. “That was twenty-four years ago. Now
the Parkway idea fits right into the mental niche which was once the locus
of the pathway dream and hope.”?

“THE STAGE Has BEEN SET AND OUR MINDS PREPARED”

Taylor’s belief that the parkway was a godsend for Vermont led him
to conclude that opposition could only be the result of ignorance about
the project’s real attributes and merits. Given his background as a peda-
gogue, it is not surprising that he stressed the need to educate people.
Once Vermonters became educated about the true merits of the project,
Taylor was confident that they would be nearly unanimous in accepting
it. “The difficulty is that people do not understand this language and are
not aware of such a lot of things. How are we to make them aware?”34
Adding to the problem of educating Vermonters was what Taylor saw
as their instinctive conservatism. “It takes time to sift the truth from the
false through the sieve of popular reactions. Then, Vermont sieves slowly
anyway.”>> And the proponents did not think that they had much time.
On June 15, 1934, the Chamber of Commerce decided to create a Park-
way Committee, which would focus its energies on obtaining approval
of the project.¢ Corresponding with Upson, who was later named chair-
man of the Parkway Committee’s publicity subcommittee, Taylor regretted
the speed with which the idea had to be communicated to the people:
“It is too bad this whole game had to be played out so rapidly, because
ordinarily a long educational period must precede the acceptance of any
new idea in Vermont.”3” As a result, he spent much of his time devising
with Wilgus and others ways to educate Vermonters and others about the
project—an approach made all the more necessary given what the two men


















ities amounted to one parkway per month.”® The two men continued to
correspond on the project for another year, and Wilgus did what he could
from afar.

Taylor idolized Wilgus. Perhaps Taylor saw in this nationally famous
man with White House contacts someone he could never be. While Wilgus
displayed affection for Taylor, Taylor’s letters were filled with adulation
for Wilgus. Early in the campaign Taylor wrote Wilgus, “I stand in awe
of your vision and your undying persistence which will be rewarded with
the crown of glory which they deserve”’® Four days later he went on
with his praise: “What a fight you have fought! How glad everybody is
to make any possible contribution to forwarding what you have cham-
pioned so valiantly. Vermont owes you undying gratitude, which will be
recorded even in the RUTLAND HERALD some fair day.”s°

As time wore on and quick approval of the project by Washington be-
came less and less likely, Taylor became increasingly bitter. He lashed
out at Vermont’s conservatism and railed against the Herald. Furious with
the “conservative standpatter” and the “bitter-ender,” Taylor fretted about
the effect of William Hazlett Upson’s reference to “all Vermonters” in a
Herald article on the parkway. “A statement of that kind makes it possible
for a tiny minority either through selfish or special interest or stupidity
or a desire to oppose everything, to hold up God’s truth.”8! A negative
editorial (in the Burlington Free Press no less) reflected “the obfuscation
of the public mind during the last few days and weeks. . . . You see, our
Republican virtue is not to be incriminated by the reception of any gifts
from the Federal Government. That would be accepting a bribe. It would
be endangering the immaculacy of our alabaster Republicanism. God
forbid that there should be the slightest taint on our summum bonum.”#2

In 1935 the parkway debate left the forum of amorphous public opin-
ion and entered the realm of statehouse politics. The stresses of this pro-
cess often revealed a more candid admission of the problems some of
the combatants faced in attempting to prevail on the issue. Most imme-
diately, Taylor had to rectify a terrible tactical blunder Wilgus had made
in promoting his project: playing up its scope. In “Vermont’s Opportunity”
Wilgus had stated that the parkway would initially require a 1,000-foot
corridor, to which would be added lands 5 to 15 miles wide totaling 1
million acres, or one-sixth of the state. The Herald began pointing out
this aspect of the project almost immediately.?* The notion of one-sixth
of Vermont’s territory being taken over by the federal government was
bad enough, but coupled with the controversy over another New Deal-
inspired project, it generated serious animosity toward the parkway. Dur-
ing 1934 a conflict had arisen between Governor Wilson and Speaker
of the Vermont House of Representatives George Aiken over plans to





















