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Keeping tabs

on town meeting

Professor says Vermont is
democracy’s standard-bearer

Editor’s note: This is part of a
monthly series exploring change in
Vermont through its symbols.

By KEVIN 0’'CONNOR
Staff Writer
ant to  study
Shakespeare? Travel
to London. Art? Try
Paris. Political sci-
ence? Frank Bryan points students
to Athens.

Athens, Vt., popula-
tion 340.

Bryan used to grouse
when big-city pontifi-
cators exaggerated the
romance or ruin of
town meetings based
not on facts but feelings.
So the University of
Vermont professor sent
students to Grange halls

from the perspective of a spider
web as from that of the Golden
Gate Bridge.”

So what’s the state of town meet-
ing in the state of town meeting?

The answer, Bryan believes, says

much about the future of democ-

racy not only in Vermont, but also

in the nation.

Political science lab

Vermonters have focused nation-
ally this winter on a
favorite son in the pres-
idential primaries, but
Bryan says those fasci-
nated by politics need
look no farther than
their own backyard.

“It is time for us to

villages, where pasture
springs in the high hills

and gymnasiums year STATE of home feed the

after year with instruc-

streams that fill the reser-

OoF
tions fo counteveryseat G HAMNGE  voirs of our national cit-

filled, every issue con-
sidered, every hand
raised (both before and
after lunch).

More than three decades and
1,500 town meetings later, Bryan
has collected and crunched his
numbers — all 238,603 “discrete
acts of participation” by 61,474 peo-
ple — into a new book, “Real
Democracy: The New England
Town Meeting and How It Works.”

“So what if individual town meet-
ings do little more than buy trucks,
vote for local school budgets, rule
on salt for the highways, and deter-
mine when taxes come due?” he
writes in the introduction. “Physics
can be learned and taught as well

izenship,” he writes in

the preface to his book.

“Tiny places that gov-
emn themselves are both laboratories
for the science of democracy and
watersheds that sustain our liberal
and continental politics.”

Bryan believes town meetings,
now limited to New Fhgland and
the “Prairie Home Companion”
parts of Minnesota are best seen in
more than 230 of Vermont’s 246
cities and towns. ,

He admits he’s biased. The 62-
year-old Newbury native collected
his first town meeting data as a high
school freshman sent on the mission

return to the towns, the

(See Professor, Page A6)
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