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Vermont Progressive
We honor James Taylor as the 

founder of the Green Mountain Club 
and the father of the Long Trail. Few 
people have left such a lasting legacy. 
Yet in recent years, when his name has 
come up, it has often been in connec-
tion with the Green Mountain Parkway. 
How, we think, could he possibly have 
been for a ridgeline highway that, had 
it been built, would have changed the 
Green Mountains forever?

In 1912, Taylor gave up his teach-
ing career and moved to Burlington 
to work for the newly-formed Greater 
Vermont Association, later to become 
the State Chamber of Commerce. For 
thirty-seven years, Taylor served as 
executive secretary of the statewide 
citizens group; for ten of those years 
he was also secretary of the Burlington 
Chamber of Commerce. 

Today, when we are all environ-
mentalists of one stripe or another 
and when some of the bloom has gone 
off capitalism, it is easy to think that 
Taylor “sold out” to business when he 
made his career change. But that is 
not how Taylor saw it, nor how it was 
perceived by his contemporaries.

Taylor was a progressive in the 
Progressive Era that followed the laissez 
faire mentality of the Gilded Age. He 
believed in the ability of science and 
technology to solve society’s economic 
and social problems. He believed that 
citizens, armed with sufficient knowl-
edge, would make the right political 
choices. With the same energy and 
persuasiveness that he had used to 
promote the Long Trail, he set out to 
improve the lives of Vermonters and 
to bring the state into the twentieth 
century. He crisscrossed the state in 
his “Chariot of Freedom,” a Model T 
Ford. His tools were news releases, 
well-designed pamphlets, letters, and 
extensive public speaking, all benefit-
ing from his pedagogic training. Taylor 
was a master of what we today call the 
sound bite and the right graphic image.

One of Taylor’s progressive causes 
was road improvement and beautifica-
tion. Not only was he an advocate of 
paved roads—to get Vermont “out of 
the mud”—he ran a state attractiveness 
campaign that highlighted anti-beauty 
spots, such as dead tree trunks, eroded 
slopes, ugly billboards, and dilapidated 
buildings. His crusade was a forerun-
ner to Vermont’s famous billboard ban 
of 1967. To fund highway construction, 
he favored a gasoline tax, a radical idea 
at the time, which, after a good deal of 
prodding by Taylor, passed the General 
Assembly in 1923. 

Another of Taylor’s interests was 
the town reports prepared every spring 
by town officers in advance of town 
meeting. Taylor, in characteristic blunt 
fashion, found the reports to be “clear 
as mud.” In the 1930s, the State Cham-
ber of Commerce began an annual 
contest aimed at making town reports 
more understandable, accurate, and 
attractive—and thus the citizenry better 
informed. (An early collaborator was 
my father-in-law, Andrew E. Nuquist, 
then a young political scientist, who 
credited Taylor with his own interest in 
local government; the introduction to 
his Town Government in Vermont [1964] 
is largely dedicated to Taylor.) The 
town report contest was soon copied by 
other states.

 
Taylor’s causes were numerous. 

He worked to establish the Extension 
Service for rural Vermont, to improve 
the presentation of state finances, to 
celebrate Vermont’s sesquicentennial, 
to stop pollution of lakes and streams, 
to promote winter sports, and to build 
sewage treatment plants. As only Tay-
lor could express it: “I used to revel on 
the sunkissed heights, now I grovel in 
the sewers.” Whatever the cause, Taylor 
made dreams come true, wrote the 
Burlington Free Press: he had “the deter-
mination of a bulldog and the driving 
force of a battering ram. He believed in 
the power of ideas …”
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Taylor as a young man

Snowshoe outing to Taylor Lodge, circa 1927. 
James Taylor is fifth from left in front row.


