is hard to figure out. Liberals think he’s

a conservative, and conservatives think
he’s a traitor. But a lot of Vermonters just
think he’s right. by JAY STEVENS
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HEN HE WAS A BOY in Newbury,
Vermont, Frank Bryan and one of his
friends once borrowed a defunct .30-
caliber machine gun from the Ameri-
can Legion building and lugged it down
to the railroad tracks

niversary of Vermont’sentry into the Union,
the Vermont Bicentennial Commission held
a series of what were supposed to be light-
hearted public debates over whether the Ver-
mont forefathers had done the right thing in
giving up theirstatus asanin-

to ambush the afternoon
freight train. “We knew that
since we were lying in wait
between the rails, the gun
aimed — ominously, we
hoped — down the tracks,
the engineer could not help
but see us, understand we
meant business, and screech
to astop.”

They barely managed to
drag the gun off the tracks
before the Boston and
Maine crashed by, not even
bothering to slow down.

Today, Frank Bryan —au-
thor, college professor,
satirist, conlrarian, political
gadfly, ox drover, after-din-
ner speaker, and self-ap-
pointed keeper of the Ver-
mont character —is trying to
halt an even bigger freight
train. Call it Big Government,
call it the 21st century — call
it the 20th century —it’s bar-
reling down the tracks toward
Vermont. And he’s hoping he
can bluff or blusterittoa halt.

Bryan is one of the most
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dependent republic. John
Dooley, a justice of the Ver-
mont Supreme Court, was
tapped to argue the affirma-
tive, and Bryan was picked to
argue the opposing side —
which quickly became known
as the case for secession.

With Bryan, dressed in
work boots, blue jeans, and
red suspenders, growling
that the sooner Vermont ex-
tricated itself from the grasp
of “brain-dead Washington™
the better, secession swept
the series, trouncing union
by a margin of nearly two to
one, Even in Montpelier, the
state capital, before what
was described as the largest
gathering of politicians, bu-
reaucrats, and lobbyists in
recent memory, Bryan and
the secession argument won
handily, 326-215.

Of course, no one seri-
ously thought Vermonters
wanted to secede. One of the
funnier moments of the de-
bates came when a letter was

engaging enigmas on the
New England political scene. He's that rare
bird, a political philosopher who actually has
a philosophy, though whether it’s as forward-
looking as Bryan likes to think or merely a
nostalgic reaction, as some of his critics main-
tain, is an open question.

Still, Bryan’s star, if not his ideas, seems to
be rising. Last year, tocelebrate the 200th an-
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read from aman in Georgia.
“You may have heard of our organization
called the Confederate States of America,” it
began. “My state is a former member. As far
as secession goes, forget it! We tried it, and
it didn’t work out well.”
Most commentators attributed the results
of the debates to the usual public dissatisfac-
tion with the System. But these days, a ca-

pacity to ignite and embody the public’s
outrage is political gold, providing a way can
be found to coin it. Was Professor Bryan
about to throw his hat — a logger’s cap, no
doubt — into the political ring?
“He’s building his own lit-

with papers. The room was empty when I ar-
rived, the door open. Then 1 heard a boom
boom boom and Bryan appeared, bouncing
a basketball. He was accompanied by a
teenage boy, one of his seven children. *Go

shoot some baskets,” he

tle pulpit, and he’s doing a
great job of it,” marveled a
friend of mine who's a minor
cog in the state Democratic
party. “The thing about Frank
Bryan is that people don’t
think of him as either a
Democrat or a Republican, a
liberal or a conservative. He's
got none of that bapgage.
They just think he’s right.”
¥ %k ok

ONSERVATIVE, lib-

eral — these distinctions

are meaningless, but un-

fortunately that’s the lan-

guage we have to talk

aboutit,” Frank Bryanis
saying. “The Rutland Herald
two years agocalled me anul-
traconservative. The reason
that’s bad is because these
days that means racist, sexist,
all those things that, God will-
ing, I'm not. But in political
science we've been writing
about the demise of the cen-
ter for a long, long time. It’s
no big thing. 1 tell you, the
feeling out there, and it"s get-

W__.J.Q: arvued the case

b
Jor Vermont secession.

said, tossing the boy the ball.
Frank Bryan looks like
he’s just hopped off a back-
hoe. That's the image he
conveys in his book jacket
photos, and it’s even more
vivid in person. He's got the
thick muscled arms and sun-
burned neck of an ox drover
— which in fact he is. Yet
he’s also a tenured professor
of political science, whose
specialty is participatory
democracy, and the author
of numerous academic arti-
cles as well as several books:
in short, an intellectual.
Over the years, Bryan has
crafted a number of vi-
gnettes to explain how he got
to be who he is. There's the
day, for example, in the early
1960s, when he went hiking
up New Hampshire's Mount
Moosilauke with his older
brother. On the way up, he
says, he was a can-do Ken-
nedy liberal who believed in
a strong activist government
committed to helping the lit-

ting stronger all the time, is
that Big Government is not so much irrele-
vant, but a nuisance.What everyone wants to
know is, how can we get it out of our lives?”
We're sitting in Bryan’s office in one of the
stately stone office buildings that line the
University of Vermont green. 1t’s a classic
professor’s cubicle, the walls obscured by
floor-to-ceiling bookcases, the desk piled

— above: Vyta Slarinskas/ Autland Herald

tle people. On the way
down, he was a conservative Republican,
having been convinced by his brother that the
reign of the liberal experts spelled doom for
the kind of small-town, decentralized democ-
racy that Bryan valued.
“Once communilies exceed a certain size,
people tend to deal with each other in terms
of roles,” he explains. “This one you work
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with, that one you play with, that one you buy
your food from, this one educates your kids.
It’s one-dimensional, not multidimensional
and complicated. In a true community you
are forced by size to get along with vour
neighbors, even if you don't like them. You
have to be able to appreciate human failure,
to realize that you're just as

tralized democracy as anyone has ever got-
ten. Oh, there was the commune system in
19th-century Russia, but who the hell knows
about it? No one ever gathered the data!™
And so, for the last 20 years Bryan has
been gathering the data. Chances are, if
you’re a student of Bryan’s during the spring
semester, you'll end up in

much of a jackass as every-
one else seems to be.

“We have given up com-
munal living in the name of
perfection — a perfection
specified by modern, urban
imperatives and values. Our
schools were ‘too small.” We
made them bigger. Ourroads
were ‘too slow.” We made
them faster. Our govern-
ments were ‘too unwieldy.”
We made them more effi-
cient. The result is we are cre-
ating a life of administrative
systems rather than human
communities. We are de-
stroying our neighborhoods
and estranging ourselves
from our neighbors.”

Then there's the moment

human race.”

some obscure Vermont
town observing and record-
ing what’s going on at town
meeting. At first, Bryan kept
track of little more than how
many citizens showed up
and how many spoke. To-
day, he scans for 250 differ-
ent variables and has sam-
pled close to a thousand
town meetings.

“I can tell you what issues
women speak on — educa-
tion, primarily. My data from
the seventies show that statis-
tically the first ten speakers
would all be men. It was way
beyond probability. Womcen
would jump in during the
next ten. But nowadays,
that’s all changed. Women

afew ycars later, in graduate
school at the University of Connpecticut, when
Bryan was continually losing arguments with
other political scientists ovcr the merits of lo-
cal government versus big government.
They’d dismiss his arguments about commu-
nity values with a sneer. Where's your proof,
Bryan? Cite vour data! And of course, he
couldn’t. There weren't any data because no
one had ever bothered to gather any. People
had been talking about democracy since fifth-
century Athens, but no one had ever col-
lected data about small-scale, person-to-per-
son political interaction.

“It occurred to me that the town meetings
inlittle Vermont Lowns are as close to decen-
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are participating up fronton
all kinds of issues, though the ratio of men (o
women participants is still about 60-40.”

By 1976 the data Bryan was collecting sug-
gested that the town meeting was on its way
out. It portrayed a fundamental power shift
that saw small communities, with scarcely a
whimper of complaint, cede huge portions of
their authority to Montpelier. Towns, for ex-
ample, were no longer free to make their
own decisions about education; they had 1o
follow state guidelines or lose state aid. Same
with land use. Same all across the board, as
the state bureaucracy stepped in to manage
larger areas of civic life.

Many towns adopted (confinued on page 106)

I
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Bryan and his students have analyzed 1,063 toum meetings in Vermont
(average touwn population: 1,141). Here are some of their findings.

X
¢
SWALLEST  LARGEST AYERAGE
Total attendance (at highest point) 18 587 BFE
4P e e 5! Fiy 74
Women L) 250 63
¥ ..«Mzﬂm.cﬁ.ﬂ%:xh Bt . 30 min. : %.m&... 20min. 3 mﬁ,... 30 -min.
Standees 0 43 6
| Bl Gl o T g 528 62
Total speakers
(not counting town officers) 4 R 36
b Men | _ 4 97 23
Women 0 40 i3
Number of times men spoke 6 312 88
Number of times women spoke 0 229 36

— above: “Beaver Meadow™ by Paul Sample, Hood Museum of Art,
Dartmouth College, Hanaver, New Hampshire: gift of the artist
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{continued from page 80}

atown manager form of government just to
cope with the paperwork flowing 10 and
trom Montpelier. The road commissioners,
instead of being elected at town meeting,
were now appointed by the selectmen, as-
suring a higher level of professionalism per-
haps, but denving the townspeople one of
their most passionate electoral contests.
The road commmissioner was a true tribune
of the people, and elcctoral banishment
was not an uncommon fate of those who
failed to repair potholes and keep the frost
heaves under control.

Adding to the erosion of town meeting
was the new tendency of many towns 1o
split the event up over two days, allowing
one for debate and the next for voting by se-
cret ballot. This had the effect of rendering
the debate meaningless, for it was possible
to participate fully in the governance of the
town without having to sit down and thrash
oul the issues in public. And since the issues
being thrashed out were increasingly
marginal, the dcbate tended to get passion-
ate only when some larger nonlocal issue,

HKEC NUCICAT POWCT OF SdVIHITE UNC WITAICS, Wds
on the agenda.

Though he admits to some signs of a re-
naissance of sentiment in favor of local con-
trol, Bryan is still ambivalent about the fu-
Lure of town meeting. Looking at the data
that will cventually become his third schol-
arly book (his first two were Yankee Poli-
tics in Rural Vermonr and Politicy in Rural
Stares), he says, “Fifty vears from now,
someone can take a look at these data and
wril¢ a book called either The Salvation of
Democracy or The Death of Democracy.”

If it's the former, then one of the forces
behind this salvation could well be Bryan.
Starting in the late seventies, Bryan began
to blur the line between academic aud ac-
tivist. He crisscrossed the state, speaking 1o
historical societies, 4-H clubs, anyone who
would have him, urging his listeners not to
abandon town meeting, this unique “school
for citizenship.” “Trust in assemblies of
neighbors,” he told them, *is the ultimate
compliment to the human race.”

Ironically, newspapers began referring
to him as an “outspoken crilic of the Ver-
mont town mecting” and labeling him an
“ultraconservative.” which may be the price
one pays for casting “the liberals™ as vil-

|

“GENTLEMEN, | WOULD LIKE TO MAKE A LITTLE TOAST”
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those management-minded mean-wellers
who try to do good within a cenrralized po-
litical structure, with their definition of
what’s good trickling down from the top.
When he taiks anecdotally about liberals,
it’s clear that he means “flatlanders.”

It should be noted that Bryan separates
flatlanders into two types. There are those
— “the liberals” — typificd by former Ver-
mont governor Madcleine Kunin, who live
“on” the land. not “with" it. Then there are
the legions of leftist hippics who came to
Vermont to farm and live communally,
sparking a renewed belief in local control,

“God bless "em,” says the “ultraconser-
vative” professor.

But then, party discipline has never been
one of Bryan’s concerns. In 1985 he told the
Weston Historical Society that he consid-
ered Burlington’s Socialist mayor, Bernie
Sanders, to be the stale’s bigaest booster
of local control. And last year, during
Sanders’s successful run for Congress,
Bryan appeared in a Sanders campaign
commercial, which infuriated conservative
Republicans. “After that, a lot of pcople in
the party think of Frank as a traitor,” says
John McClaughry, a conservative Republi-
canwho admires Bryan for his commitment
to grass-roots democracy.

Despite his unorthodox views, Bryan has
been courted by the conservatives, and in
1984 he decided he would challenge liberal
Republican Congressman James Jeffords,
whose independence of mind was annoying
the Reagan wing of the party. Two days af-
ter making the decision, Bryan changed his
mind. “It really gets down to one’s drive and
ego and cenfidence that you can do it,” he
said at the time. These days, when the sub-

jectof running for office comes up, he walks
around it like a tarmer looking at a new
pickup, admiring its possibilities but mind-
ful of the sticker price. “It would be an
honor, but [ don’t have the money,” he
says. “I've got a family to feed. Besides, [
don't think I'd come across wellin a 30-sce-
ond spot. I pet too outraged.”

After years of this kind of fence-sitting,
mosl politicians in Vermont have con-
cluded that Bryan prefers sniping from the
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{continued)

ivory tower of tenure to the actual practice
of bare-knuckies democracy. “Most of my
colleagues dismiss him, if they think of him
at all, as an academic.” says one legislator.
“He doesn’t have to answer 1o anyone; they
do. He doesn’t have to solve the problems;
they do.”

Bryan's other handicap as a serious
politician is his unfortunate habit of writing
funny books like Real Vermonters Don't
Mitk Goats and Owi! — The Vermont Se-
cession Book, both of which were coau-
thored by Democratic Statc Representa-
tive Bill Mares. “Sometimes he does get
carried away with himself,” says Mares,
“but in private. at the Qasis diner, he’s a de-
tightful intellectual companion.”

Bryancan be a pretty funny guy when he
wants, particularly in the kind of sly, dry,
self-deprecating commentary that makes
up most of Vermoent humor. One of his fa-
vorite staries is about a flatlander whosc car
is stuck in a very muddy road. Sceing an old
Vermonter sitling on a porch on the other
side of the morass. he yeils out, “Say, how
did you get over there?”

The response: “Born here.”

Our! — The Vermont Secession Book.
which imagines an attempt to leave the
Union, is a fairly silly effort — Al Haig is the
41st president, and Vermont insurgents
crippte U.S. Army vchicles by pouring
maple syrup into their fuel tanks -— but
even before he wrote it, he was thinking se-
riously about how Vermont could re-create
politics on a humnan scale. The result was
The Vermont Papers, written with his con-
servative friend John McClaughry. The key
idea of The Vermorni Papers is 1o lel the
state deal with environmental and human
rights issues (“Obviously you can’t let the
town of Starksboro not let blacks into its
school system™}, but give control over ev-
erything else — education. welfare, devel-
opment — back to local governments. To
handle all this power. Bryan and Mec-
Claughry imagine an intermediate level of
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government, bigger than a town but smaller
than a county, called a shire. Each shire
{average population 10,000) would be gov-
erned by a “moot,” which would be like a
big town mecting composed of representa-
tives called “recves,” who would be elected
at a ratio of one reeve for every 200 people
in the shire.

Al first, it sounds like something out of

The Hobbir. Yet the blueprint contained in
Tie Vermont Papers is as radical as any po-
litical proposal of the last 30 ycars. And
some parts of il, particufarly those dealing
with Vermont's relationship to Washing-
ton, are, as Bryan cheerfully admits, “trea-
sonable stufl. I mean, we're talking about
the demise of the American republic.” He
expects that demise to occur over the next
300 vears. Maybe sooner.
OUTSIDE BRYAN'S OFFICE, THE SUN HAS
climbed toward its zenith and the green is
tilling with sunbathers. He wants 1o get over
to the library to pick up some books before
heading home — more research for the un-
completed opus on town meetings. “You
know,” he says as we stroll across the green,
“I really tove the science part of it At night
I'li spend hours making these fittle tables, di-
viding up the time spent on town budget ver-
sus school issues. Teould tell you how many
minutes were spent discussing the school
budget in vour town, and how many men
and women talked, and about what . ..”

Students stream by, greeting him with
“Hello. Dr. Bryan!” He smiles at them in
response and then leaves me with this final
curmudgconly thought.

*You know what's really dispiriting to
me? It's the fact that Americans are scared
to death of thermnselves. They think James
Madison was right! Public radio had a poll
awhile ago asking whether we should have
a constitutional convention. And it was
voted down something like a hundred tosix.
The right wing is afraid the leftics will take
over, and the left wing is afraid the Christian
Right will take over. Now I happen to be-
lieve we can govern ourselves as well as our
forefathers could. Maybe better. But we're

scared to death o take the chance.”  [![!




