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The Presidential Election
of 1932 in
Western Massachusetts

Philip A. Grant, Jr.

On July 2, 1932, Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt of New York was nom-
inated by the Democratic Party as its candidate for President of the United
States.! Sixteen days earlier the Republicans had renominated incumbent
President Herbert Hoover.? Although the two major political parties had offi-
cially chosen their respective presidential candidates by early July, the cam-
paign of 1932 did not actually begin until Labor Day weekend.

Between September 5 and November 7 the American electorate had the
opportunity to evalute the Democratic and Republican candidates. During
these ten weeks both Governor Roosevelt and President Hoover travelled
throughout the nation, delivered formal addresses over the various radio net-
works, and issued a multitude of detailed position papers on their campaign
promises. Although the people of the United States were certainly interested
in the outcome of the presidential contest, it seemed quite likely that they
were equally, if not more, preoccupied with the prolonged sufferings occa-
sioned by the Great Depression. Indeed, nearly three years had elapsed since
the outbreak of the Wall Street financial crisis of October 1929,

Among the regions involved in the 1932 presidential ‘election was western
Massachusetts. Having a population of approximately six hundred thousand,?
western Massachusetts consisted of Hampden, Hampshire, Franklin, and
Berkshire Counties and embraced an area of twenty-seven hundred and
ninety-seven square miles. Interestingly, since a majority of the citizens in
western Massachusetts had cast their votes for the victorious candidates in
seven of the nine presidential elections since 1896, the area in past years had
proved to be somewhat of a barometer of New England, if not nationwide,
political sentiment.

Between the beginning of the twentieth century and the election of 1928
western Massachusetts had been steadfastly Republican in its political orien-
tation. Not only had western Massachusetts maintained a tradition of favor-
ing Republican candidates both for the House of Representatives and United
States Senate,® but also had voted Republican in twenty-four of the twenty-
five gubernatorial elections since 1900.6



During the first three decades of the twentieth century the Republican
Party in western Massachusetts had been dominated by four well-known
public servants, W. Murray Crane of Dalton, Calvin Coolidge of North-
ampton, Frederick H. Gillett of Springfield, and Allen T. Treadway of Stock-
bridge. Crane, a three term Governor of the Commonwealth, had served in
the United States Senate from 1904 to 1913.7 Coolidge, after spending several
years in the Legislature and as Massachusetts' Chief Executive, had become
the Thirtieth President of the United States.® After completing more than a
quarter century in the House of Representatives, Gillett in 1919 had been ele-
vated to the speakership of that body.® Treadway, having relinquished the
presidency of the State Senate in 1911, was thereupon elected to sixteen con-
secutive terms in Congress. !

The Republican Party had emerged triumphant in western Massachusetts
in the three presidential elections of the decade after World War 1. In No-
vember 1920, Senator Warren G. Harding had carried western Massachusetts
by 52,180 votes,!! while four years later President Calvin Coolidge, a resident
of Northampton, had recorded an unprecedented majority of 59,946.'2 Final-
ly in 1928, Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover had defeated his
Democratic opponent, Governor Alfred E. Smith of New York, by the
relatively narrow margin of 108,542-104,668.!® Primarily because of the
Governor's Catholicism and the growing unpopularity of prohibition, Smith
in 1928 had won both Hampden and Berkshire Counties.*

By the early autumn of 1932 many western Massachusetts Democrats were
distinctly optimistic about their party’s prospects in the November election.
First of all, they suspected that a substantial number of their fellow citizens
were losing confidence in the ability of President Hoover to solve the vexing
problems brought about by the Great Depression.!® Secondly, they were en-
couraged by the facts that two years earlier they had contributed to the suc-
cessful campaigns of three Democrats, Governor Joseph B. Ely of Westfield,
Senator Marcus A. Coolidge of Fitchburg, and Congressman William J.
Granfield of Longmeadow.!® Thirdly, the Democrats were elated by their
party’s exceptionally strong showing in the September elections in the
staunchly Republican State of Maine.!” These factors prompted some
Democrats to anticipate that western Massachusetts, notwithstanding its
Republican heritage, might favor their party in November 1932.

The initial stages of the 1982 campaign in western Massachusetts and other
parts of the Commonwealth occurred in late September, at which time the
two major parties scheduled their state conventions. Although such gather-
ings were ordinarily held for the purpose of adopting state platforms, it
seemed inevitable that the Republican and Democratic delegates would react
to the presidential contest.

Assembling in Boston on September 29, the Republicans dutifully pledged

their “allegiance and support” to the President. After reviewing the record of
the Hoover Administration, the Massachusetts Republicans concluded:
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In these trying times of worldwide economic distress he has been a pa-
tient, wise and fearless chief executive. He has been faithful to his trust.
He has been faithful to the American people. His capacity for construc-
tive statesmanship is proved. Under his leadership we are making
definite progress toward recovery. That progress must not be inter-
rupted. It is therefore imperative that President Hoover be reelected.1®

The 1932 Democratic Convention opened in Lowell on September 30. The
Democrats, after applauding the performance of Governor Ely, excoriated
the Hoover Administration. Obviously disagreeing with the Republicans on
the quality of the Hoover Administration, the Massachusetts Democrats
asserted:

.. .unaided by the most powerful government in the world, to which
they had the right to look for guidance, our people by their own strug-
gles have at last begun to recover from the hardships imposed upon
them by the misuse of the monetary resources of our country in unsound
banking and stock gambling, and by the exploitation of our citizens by
the representatives of special privilege which have dominated our na-
tional government.?

In addition to the standard efforts of the local Republican leaders, several
prominent political figures from various parts of the nation volunteered to
campaign for Hoover in western Massachusetts. Among these individuals
were Mrs. Dolly Curtis Gann, Secretary of the Interior Ray Lyman Wilbur,
Senator Felix J. Hebert of Rhode Island, Representative Bertrand H. Snell of
New York, and Assistant Secretary of War Frederick H. Payne. Mrs. Gann,
sister of Vice-President Charles Curtis, sternly criticized Governor Roosevelt
and warmly praised President Hoover. Warning that Roosevelt was com-
mitted to a “reversal of all the beneficial Hoover policies,” Gann charged that
the Democratic nominee was “associated in this campaign with men spon-
soring legislation, the enactment of which would be utterly calamitous to this
country.” Gann, insisting that the President’s reelection was “more to be de-
sired than anything else in the world,” offered the following analysis of the
state of the nation after four years of Hoover’s Administration;

Our own United States stands sure and steadfast with no threat from
any quarter against its form of government, no menace anywhere to the
stability of its institutions, no slightest doubt in the minds of its citizens
that no matter whatever the storm may now be beating upon us, our
sturdy old ship of state will ride it through and bring us all into a haven
of contentment and prosperity.2°

Totally failing to comprehend what Roosevelt was “driving at” in his nu-
merous campaign speeches, Wilbur accused the Democrats of gambling that
the nation’s electorate would “vote the depression” and predicating their
hopes on the “stupidity of the American people.” The Secretary, expressing
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admiration for the President, believed that Hoover’s “most outstanding char-



acteristic is courage.” Certain that the economy of the country was improv-
ing, Wilbur attributed the success of the United States in combatting the De-
pression primarily to the “superb management of a man who understands
how to handle nations in distress.”?!

Hebert, campaigning in Holyoke and Chicopee, strongly defended the per-
formance of the Hoover Administration. Hailing the President’s record as one
of “humanitarianism and reconstruction,” the Rhode Island senator re-
minded his audiences that no individual had “devoted as much of his life to
the relief of suffering, not only in the United States, but in the whole world, as
Herbert Hoover.” Hebert, while acknowledging the problems caused by the
Depression, declared: “No man in our time, indeed, perhaps no man in the
history of this country, has had a more difficult task than has the President of
the United States,”??

A veteran congressman from upstate New York, Snell was to serve as Re-
publican House Leader between 1931 and 1939. Denouncing Roosevelt. for
“spreading glittering generalities, quack remedies and panaceas for every ill,”
Snell depicted the Governor as a candidate “appealing to discontent, prej-
udice, and passion and backed by every radical and discontented element
from every school of political thought that America has ever known.” The
New York congressman, endeavoring to contrast the Democratic and Repub-
lican presidential rivals, appraised Hoover as follows:

.. .you have a tried and seasoned general; a man who has lived with
every phase of the existing depression both at home and abroad; a man
who has conceived and developed the machinery for dealing with it; a
man of proved capacity who has had more experience in alleviating
human misery than any leader among the nations of the world; a man
who has put his heart and soul into this work and who has the con-
fidence of the American people.?

Payne, referring with pride to President Hoover, asserted that no other
man had “such a comprehensive grasp of the many elements involved in the
national issues that now confront us.” Extolling the President “for the courage
to say no to the many ill-advised schemes that have been urged upon him with
the backing of large elements of the population,” Payne claimed that “untold
harm would have resulted” if a less resolute individual had been occupying
the post of Chief Executive.?

The highlights of the 1932 Democratic campaign in western Massachusetts
involved personal appearances by Senator David I. Walsh of Clinton, former
Governor Alfred E. Smith of New York, and Governor Roosevelt. Walsh,
Smith, and Roosevelt had been active in political affairs for more than two
decades and certainly ranked among the most prestigious Democrats from the
Northeast during the twentieth century.




Walsh, a former Governor of the Commonwealth, in 1932 was in the midst
of his third of five terms on Capitol Hill. He was also the only Democrat ever
to carry western Massachusetts both in quests for the governorship and a seat
in the Senate. Tracing the causes of the Depression, Walsh deduced that the
Republican Party was largely to blame “by reason of its having encouraged
gambling and speculation unparalleled in the world’s history.” The Bay
State’s senior senator, emphasizing that the Depression has been plaguing the
nation since 1929, charged that President Hoover “failed to recognize its sig-
nificance, and delayed and postponed action, and failed utterly to exercise
the leadership which should be expected of our chief executive.”?

Smith in 1928 had polled the largest number of ballots ever received by a
Democratic presidential aspirant in the history of western Massachusetts.
Moreover, he had won an overwhelming majority of the votes in the 1932
Massachusetts presidential primary. As a Catholic from an' urban back-
ground, the New York Governor was enormously popular with the numerous
ethnic groups clustered in dozens of cities and medium-sized towns in western
Massachusetts. Responding to an invitation by Massachusetts’ Democratic
leaders, Smith in late October delivered an eloquent campaign speech in be-
half of Roosevelt at the Boston Arena. After leaving Boston, Smith and Gov-
ernor Ely proceeded by train though western Massachusetts. Greeting large
and enthusiastic crowds at Springfield, Westfield, and Pittsfield, Smith urged
his listeners to approve Roosevelt’s candidacy. Expressing happiness “to have
worked side by side with Governor Ely and your other party leaders in this
state,” the 1928 Democratic nominee climaxed his remarks to a Springfield
throng variously estimated at between ten and thirty thousand:

I come here for just one purpose, to tell you that we must all get
together and work for the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt. He sup-
ports the Democratic platform, which I heartily approve and which I
am sure makes a strong appeal to you all.2¢

Roosevelt, while not scheduling a formal speech in western Massachusetts,
travelled through communities in all four of the region’s counties. After leav-
ing Albany on October 29, the Democratic candidate was joined by Governor
Ely at the Massachusetts state line. Roosevelt was then driven eastward, stop-
ping at Williamstown, North Adams, Greenfield, and Orange.?” Arriving in
Boston, the New York Governor delivered one of his major campaign ad-
dresses at the Boston Arena. Thereafter, he toured several cities in Rhode Is-
land, and completed his busy day of political activity by visiting Ware,
Palmer, Springfield, and Longmeadow. In Springfield, Roosevelt drove
through the city accompanied by Democratic Mayor Dwight W. Winter.
Among the citizens of Springfield who conferred with the Democratic nom-
inee was Lawrence F. O’Brien, one of the Governor’s earliest supporters in
Massachusetts and the father of the future Chairman of the Democratic Na-
tional Committee.2®

On November 8, 1932 nearly forty million Americans went to the polls to
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choose between Roosevelt and Hoover. The early returns indicated an unmis-
takable Roosevelt trend in all parts of the nation. By midnight it was evident
that Hoover had experienced a humiliating political defeat. Altogether Roo-
sevelt would carry forty-two of the forty-eight states, including Massachusetts
by more than sixty-three thousand votes.

In western Massachusetts the preliminary election figures pointed to a sur-
prisingly close race between Roosevelt and Hoover. Roosevelt was winning
nine of the area’s eleven most populous communities, while Hoover was re-
ceiving the bulk of the votes in the traditionally Republican small towns. The
official tabulation, completed several days after the ballots were actually cast,
was as follows: Roosevelt 105,021; Hoover 104,499.%° Roosevelt, carrying
western Massachusetts by a mere five hundred and twenty-two votes, became
the only Democrat to prevail there in a presidential contest prior to 1932.

Like Smith in 1928, Roosevelt carried both Hampden and Berkshire Coun-
ties. He also lost Hampshire and Franklin Counties by somewhat smaller mar-
gins than the 1928 Democratic nominee. The official votes of the four western
Massachusetts counties were as follows:

Roosevelt Hoover
Hampden County 63,189 55,082
Berkshire County 28,252 23,186
Hampshire County 12,332 13,241
Franklin County 6,248 13,040

Although Roosevelt lost Springfield by slightly more than two thousand
votes, he fared remarkably well in eleven other cities and towns. Roosevelt ap-
proximated Smith’s 1928 vote in most of these communities and did even bet-
ter in Chicopee, Westfield, Ware, and Montague. Indeed, these twelve cities
and towns easily provided Roosevelt with his margin of victory in 1932. The
vote in these communities were as follows:

Roosevelt Hoover

Springfield 25,809 27,664
Holyoke 14,561 7,202
Chicopee 9,681 3,482
Pittsfield 9,401 8,984
North Adams 4,627 3,793
Northampton 4,558 4,094
Westfield 3,336 3,231
Adams 2,802 1,407
Ware 1,924 782
Palmer 1,780 1,315
Easthampton 1,724 1,634
Montague 1,571 1,294
81,774 64,782




Roosevelt’s victory in western Massachusetts was supplemented by strong
showings for all other candidates on the Democratic ticket. Conspicuous
among the Democrats reelected in 1932 were Governor Ely and Congressman
Granfield. Unlike Roosevelt, both Ely and Granfield carried Springfield. Ely’s
triumph was especially notable, as the Governor defeated his Republican
challenger by an astounding plurality of 20,671 votes in western
Massachusetts.?®

In the election of 1932, Roosevelt was unquestionably the beneficiary of the
profound discontent over the precarious state of western Massachusetts’ econ-
omy. The number of factories in primarily industrial western Massachusetts
had dropped from 1,099 to 966 between 1929 and 1982. During the same
period the total of factory employees had decreased from 88,746 to 50,729
and the value of manufactured products had diminished from $280,051,878
to $199,965,625. Compounding the industrial problems were precipitous
declines in retail sales and the number of building permits. In 1929 the cities
of Springfield and Holyoke employed 12,090 individuals in retail
establishments registering sales of $136,828,000, while in 1932 the number of
employees had been reduced to 9,238 and the sales were computed at
$73,252,000. In 1929, 1,665 building permits had been issued in Springfield
and Holyoke, while in 1932 the corresponding figure was 718. From personal
experience many voters realized how acutely western Massachusetts had suf-
fered during the four years of Hoover's presidency. As a region located in
close proximity to several of the nation’s foremost industrial centers, western
Massachusetts in many respects mirrored the economic problems plaguing the
Northeast. Like nearly all other sections of the United States, western
Massachusetts had enjoyed the widespread prosperity of the nineteen twenties
and had undergone the most severe excesses of the early years of the Great
Depression. Thousands of its citizens who had routinely identified the eco-
nomic vitality of the nineteen twenties with the Republican Party in 1932
turned to the Democratic Party and Franklin D. Roosevelt in desperation.

Another factor assisting Roosevelt in 1932 was the tremendous enthusiasm
generated among Democrats by the spirited 1928 presidential campaign of
Alfred E. Smith. Two highly respected authorities on twentieth century
American political history, Samuel Lubell and J. Joseph Huthmacher, have
credited Smith with greatly strengthening the Democratic Party in Massachu-
setts and several other populous northeastern states.®! In 1924 the Democratic
presidential nominee, John W. Davis, had polled 35,917 votes in western Mas-
sachusetts, while in 1928, Smith had received 104,668 votes. In the pre-
dominantly Catholic cities of Springfield, Holyoke, Chicopee, and Pittsfield
the Democratic presidential tally rose from 18,202 in 1924 to 60,102 in 1928.
In every other community in western Massachusetts the Democratic pres-
idential vote had increased by a minimum of one hundred percent. Since
western Massachusetts had tens of thousands of Catholic residents of Irish,
French-Canadian, Italian, and Polish extraction, it seems reasonable to as-
sume that many of these individuals were genuinely grateful to the Dem-
ocratic Party for having tendered the 1928 presidential nomination to an ur-
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ban Catholic of immigrant background. Indeed, it is more than a coincidence
that the same communities favoring Smith in the presidential election of 1928
have been consistently in the Democratic column for the past half century.

Also abetting Roosevelt in 1932 was a unified Democratic Party led by sev-
eral attractive personalities. In 1932 the Democrats had a Governor, two
United States Senators, and a Congressman from the Second District, Gover-
nor Ely was a talented administrator and an unusually effective candidate.
His election in 1930 had been in large measure accomplished by the support
of western Massachusetts, where a 1928 Democratic defeat by 15,846 in the
gubernatorial vote had been transformed into a 1930 victory by 10,019.%2 Sen-
ators Walsh and Coolidge, destined to become chairmen of standing commit-
tees in 1933, had won elections in 1928 and 1930, respectively, and each had
carried western Massachusetts.?® Congressman Granfield's 6,421 plurality in
the 1930 special election was quite a contrast to the 8,488 Republican margin
in 1928.%¢ By 1932 the Democrats controlled the key offices in Massachusetts,
and such individuals as Ely, Walsh, Granfield, and Marcus Coolidge had sup-
planted Crane, Gillett, and Calvin Coolidge as the formidable political fig-
ures in the western portion of the Commonwealth. Thus, in 1932, Roosevelt
had the distinct advantage of running in an area where two incumbent
senators were available to provide campaign assistance and two local res-
idents, a Governor and a Congressman, were mounting successful quests for
reelection.

Western Massachusetts, similar to most other sections of the United States,
was in part reacting against both the accumulated shortcomings of twelve
years of Republican administrations and the apparent failure of Herbert
Hoover to cope with the Great Depression.®® It was also confirming the facts
that the vigorous 1928 campaign of Alfred E. Smith and the subsequent vic-
tories of Joseph B. Ely, Marcus A. Coolidge, and William J. Granfield were
consolidating Democratic control of Massachusetts politics. The presidential
election of 1932 indicated that a majority of the citizens of western Massachu-
setts desired a change in national leadership.®® Interestingly, the election of
Franklin D. Roosevelt not only facilitated the most sweeping domestic reform
movement in the nation’s entire history, but also marked the ascendancy of a
prolonged period of Democratic domination in western Massachusetts.*
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