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Abstract: A disputed Worcester mayoral election was resolved in 1938 when the 
incumbent mayor was ousted under the implied threat of police intervention. 
Mayor John S. Sullivan, a Democrat, had been narrowly defeated by Republican 
challenger William A. Bennett following a recount and litigation regarding 
disputed ballots. After the courts lifted an injunction which had prevented 
Bennett’s swearing-in, Sullivan declared to department heads that, “There can be 
but one mayor. I am that mayor.” A standoff ensued. This long-forgotten episode 
provides a lens through which to explore Worcester’s political history and the 
impact of ethnic divisions during the Great Depression. Author Tyler L. Wolanin 
is a researcher at the Federal Research Division of the Library of Congress. His 
first book, The Political Life of Reverend Roland D. Sawyer, was published by 
Lexington Books in June of 2024. 

*    *    *    *    *
For several months in late 1937 and early 1938, Worcester had two 

claimants to the mayor’s office. When the courts and the city council 
decided that the challenger had won the contested election, it took the 
implied threat of police action to prompt the incumbent mayor, who was 
still pursuing legal appeals, to surrender his office and allow his successor 
to be sworn in. Although this standoff is not well-remembered and did not 
leave much of a mark upon the city, it represents a strange and dramatic 
episode in Massachusetts political history and provides revealing insights 
into Worcester’s social and political divides.
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ETHNIC CONFLICTS & PARTY POLITICS, 1880-1937

George F. Booth, publisher of the Worcester Telegram and the Worcester 
Evening Gazette, wrote to a correspondent in 1932 that, “you look on 
Worcester with boyhood eyes . . . You have been gone from the town for ten 
years and it has been my theory that the control of every town passes from 
one set of hands into other sets of hands every ten years.” Indeed, in the 
decades prior to the mayoral controversy of 1937-38, Worcester politics had 
undergone several shifts. Booth was correct to ascribe this to an increase in 
population since 1899: “And has that increase of practically half, been from 
the old stock and the old order? No. It has been from a different stock and 
so what affected Worcester profoundly in your early days or in my early days 
here, is not the same thing that would affect Worcester today.”1

In the 1870s and ‘80s, Worcester was largely governed by the fusionist 
Citizens Coalition, an alliance between pro-growth Republican elites and 
patronage-hungry Irish-Catholic Democrats.2 This coalition fell apart over 
cultural issues, namely temperance and school hiring policies, in the 1890s. 
The ascendent Republicans comprised a Protestant alliance of Yankees and 
Swedes, while the Democrats fell back on the growing Irish-Catholic vote, 
with both parties competing for the Democratic-leaning French Canadian 
vote.3 After several years of Republican dominance, the Democrats notched a 
surprise win in 1901. The initial election in 1900 had resulted in a tie following 
a tabulation error, a recount, and a court ruling. Democratic nominee Philip 
O’Connell then almost doubled his vote count in the resulting special 
election with massively increased Irish turnout and large-scale defections 
from the embattled Republicans (especially among French Canadian voters 
and “Municipal Democrats,” voters who supported Republicans at the state 
or federal level but not in city elections). O’Connell was not re-elected in late 
1901 after patronage disputes caused a rift with Irish-Catholic party bosses, 
but Worcester elections had again become competitive.4

Several close elections followed, including Democratic victories in 1905 
and 1906 while the Republicans imploded over questions of elite party control 
and spending. After the Republican elite beat back the party populists, 
however, a unified and organized business community led the party to 
sustained success on a pro-public spending platform. The Irish Catholics, 
with a more fiscally conservative platform, sought in vain for Democratic 
coalition partners. The French-Canadian vote continued to float between 
the parties, usually based on French Canadian nominations for lower office. 
Despite another win in 1911, the Democrats were unable to make much 
headway through the 1910s.5
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Unlike many other American 
cities with Irish or Scandinavian 
populations that saw disagreement 
over the war effort, Worcester was 
supportive of the American entry 
into World War I. Mayor Pehr 
Holmes, leader of the Swedish 
faction, claimed to be too busy with 
the war effort to campaign in 1917 
and 1918, and was overwhelmingly reelected. After the war, however, when 
the economy collapsed and prohibition was enacted, Worcester voters turned 
on Republican spending and rationing and tossed Holmes in 1919 in favor of 
Democratic nominee Peter F. Sullivan. Known as “Peter the Great,” Sullivan 
was a major figure on the city’s political scene. He brought the party durable 
support from growing new immigrant groups (Italians, as well as considerable 
numbers of French Canadians), laborers, and others, rather than relying on 
crossover Republican support as his Democratic predecessors had. Sullivan 
was handily re-elected three times, including against popular former mayor 
George Wright, a leading manufacturer.6 

Peter the Great’s luck ran out, however, in 1923. The Yankee business 
elite, abandoning their traditional Swedish allies, backed Irish-Catholic 
Republican Michael J. O’Hara for mayor, who brought with him a rump 
of Irish support. In the economic boom of the 1920s, Sullivan’s fiscal 
conservatism seemed out-of-step, and O’Hara won a very narrow victory on 
a platform of spending more on streets and schools (with a small but critical 
vote for a third nonpartisan candidate).7

Many Worcester Swedes, facing a loss of their political power, joined the 
Ku Klux Klan, a rare example of immigrant membership. Ethnic conflict 
simmered throughout the 1920s in the wake of prohibition and immigration 
restriction, and the Klan faced pushback from mobilized Catholic and other 
minority groups in Central Massachusetts until fading as an organization 
later in the decade.8 O’Hara would spend his four terms as mayor staving off 
the Swedish faction. The Swedes ran their own candidates against O’Hara in 
each Republican primary: in 1923 and 1925, it was state senator Christian 
Nelson, a Dane; in 1927, 1929, and 1931, it was Swedish alderman Roland S. 
G. Frodigh. Claiming that O’Hara spent too much money and was propped 
up by otherwise Democratic voters, Frodigh notched very high levels of 
Swedish support, though a victory eluded him. The Democrats, meanwhile, 
were recovering from their first drubbings by O’Hara, and nominee John C. 
Mahoney performed well in the 1927 general election.9

Worcester
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O’Hara hung on, kept afloat by personal support from many Irish and 
other Catholic voters, the Yankee business elite, his patronage machine, 
and his status as the only pro-spending candidate: he oversaw a massive 
construction boom in the city. His support dipped, however, after ethnic 
conflict returned to the fore around the 1928 presidential election, when the 
city saw a Hoover parade devolve into a massive riot. O’Hara only barely 
survived against Frodigh in the 1929 Republican primary and Mahoney in 
the general. Bloodied, the mayor was finished off by the Great Depression, 
losing to Frodigh in the 1931 Republican primary after many Yankee voters 
deserted him. Mahoney then rode a unified Catholic electorate to victory 
against Frodigh in the general election. “At least Mahoney,” Charles W. 
Estus and John F. McClumer wrote in their history of the Worcester Swedes, 
“had the good grace to be a Democrat.”10 

Mahoney was re-elected handily in 1933, but in 1935 was challenged in 
the primary by Representative Edward J. Kelley. Kelley had first run against 
Mahoney in 1933 and had since gained a powerful ally: James M. Curley. 
The Boston boss had been elected governor in 1934, and Kelley had served as 
his floor leader in the state House of Representatives; Mahoney, on the other 
hand, had backed Curley’s opponent in the gubernatorial primary. 

Seeking either revenge or an expansion of his power, Curley endorsed 
Kelley, lending him state patronage aid, a massive, motorized get-out-the-
vote operation, and choice advertising through his son-in-law’s billboard 
company.11 In an upset, Kelley was nominated over Mahoney; but, associated 
too closely with Curley, fell to Republican nominee Walter J. Cookson. 
The Republican had urged his supporters, when in the voting booth, to 
“face toward Boston and then say, ‘No! No!’ and mark your ballot for the 

Front page of the Worcester Telegram, October 19, 1924
The largest Ku Klux Klan gathering ever held in New England took place at the 
Agricultural Fairgrounds in Worcester. The crowd of 15,000 was made up of 
Klansmen in sheets and hoods, new Knights awaiting a mass induction ceremony, 
and their supporters. When the rally ended around midnight, a riot broke out. 
Klansmen's cars were stoned, burned, and windows smashed. KKK members 
were pulled from their cars and beaten by local Catholics, whom the 1920s KKK 
also targeted (along with Jews and African Americans). No further public Klan 
meetings were held in Worcester.
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Republican candidates. You will be happy in doing so and you won’t have to 
apologize for them.”12 

Cookson died just six months into his term. In the ensuing 1936 special 
election, both parties broke cleanly with the past, as both Mahoney and 
O’Hara were defeated in their primaries.13 Instead of O’Hara, the Republicans 
nominated Representative Axel U. Sternlof, still recalled decades later as a 
longstanding leader of the Swedish community.14 Mahoney, in turn, had 
fallen to John S. Sullivan (1875-1949). The owner of a wholesale and retail 
fish business, Sullivan had served as an alderman from Ward Five for seven 
years (1924-31), lost the 1931 mayoral primary to Mahoney, and had been 
elected to the state senate in 1932.15 Sullivan rode a well-functioning turnout 
operation to a narrow victory over Sternlof, whose Swedish base did not turn 
out as expected.16

DEMOCRATIC PARTY WEAKNESSES & CLOSE ELECTIONS

By 1937, Worcester had grown accustomed to close elections. Of the 31 
presidential, gubernatorial, senatorial, and mayoral elections between 1924 
and 1930, 17 had been decided by less than 5,000 votes (twelve had been 
won by the Republicans and five by the Democrats). The Democrats had 
carried the city in the first half of the 1930s, likely on Republican blame 
for the Depression and popular support for the New Deal; but starting in 
1936 Worcester reverted to narrow Republican wins, other than for long-
term incumbents such as President Franklin Roosevelt and Senator David 
I. Walsh.17

These close elections, despite the demonstrably high support for 
Democrats such as Walsh and Roosevelt, were due to the strength of the 
city’s Republican Party and weakness of its Democratic Party. Writing 
in 1960, Robert Binstock noted that in Worcester, “The Republicans are 
well organized, control considerable patronage . . . and have close contact 
with the state leadership through the party organization.” In contrast, “The 
Democrats are loosely organized, have little patronage . . . and make contact 
with state party leaders primarily through individuals.”18 He offered a sharply 
critical assessment:

The general state of the local [Democratic] party is one of 
weakness bordering on anarchy. The only time the party 
looks strong is when election returns are tabulated. A natural 
Democratic inclination among the Worcester electorate and the 
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popularity of individual Democrats combine to produce a heavy 
Democratic vote, despite the lack of local party vigor.19

The growing Democratic majority was hampered by ineffective cohesion 
and leadership, with their increasingly diverse electorate divided by ethnic 
and religious conflict and by politicians’ personal followings. Although the 
Republicans were able to count on a large Swedish and Yankee vote on shared 
Protestant lines and conservative ideology, the Democrats were divided by 
conflicts between the Irish and other ethnic groups, despite their shared 
Catholicism. Victory based on class solidarity was not forthcoming, either: 
Worcester’s economy, based on metalworking and manufacturing, had 
remained stable during the Depression; the Yankee owners maintained their 
power, keeping Swedish workers from crossing ethnic or religious lines to join 
unions.20 As Binstock later wrote: “Worcesterites are socially, economically, 
and politically cautious. This can be partially attributed to the success of the 
upper strata in maintaining the prevailing balance of group relations, and the 
self-conscious Irish efforts to ‘out-Yankee’ the Yankees.”21

Filling the remainder of Cookson’s term, Sullivan had to face the voters 
again in 1937. Opposing the half-term mayor for re-election was William 
A. Bennett, president of the Board of Aldermen, who had served for four 
months as acting mayor between Cookson’s death and Sullivan’s swearing-
in. Bennett had run unopposed in the Republican primary while Sullivan 
had an unexpectedly decisive win in the Democratic primary, with 55% of 
the vote over former aldermanic president Harold D. Donohue with 28% 
and state senator Joseph P. McCooey’s 18%.22

THE 1937 MAYORAL ELECTION & RECOUNT

After Sullivan and Bennett’s nominations in 1937, a typical general election 
campaign followed as Republicans attempted to regain control of the mayor’s 
office and Democrats tried to flip the chambers of the bicameral city council. 
The parties campaigned on parochial issues and employment. Bennett ran 
promising good government and a “sound, progressive administration.” The 
Boston Globe reported that “Both sides have put up stiff fights, but without 
the acrimony attending campaigns in other cities.”23

On election night, Sullivan was ahead in the initial count, and had 
gained votes over his count in the special election the year prior. Election day 
turnout in heavily Democratic Wards Three, Four, and Five had been low, 
but late radio appeals by Democratic leaders had apparently staunched the 
bleeding. The election, made complicated by several newly-drawn precincts, 
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appeared to have run smoothly, with only minor complaints regarding 
politicking too close to the polls and other such issues.24 The day after the 
election, the official tabulation gave Sullivan a lead of 25 votes: 35,755 to 
35,730. Bennett planned to ask for a recount, as did the other citywide 
office losers: Democrat George A. Wells, running for alderman-at-large who 
appeared to have lost to incumbent Republican C. Vernon Inett; and Evelyn 
C. Bjorkman, Republican running for school committee at-large, defeated 
by Democrat John T. McGrath. The ballot boxes were placed under guard in 
the office of the City Clerk, Malcom C. Midgley.25 Worcester was no stranger 
to recounts: Sullivan himself had gone through at least two: one the year 
prior when he was elected mayor, and one in 1930 when he had lost a senate 
race to Christian Nelson by 74 votes.26

By the next day, both parties began threatening legal action if they lost 
the election, claiming ballot tampering. Three ballot boxes had arrived at the 
clerk’s office with their tops “pushed in,” (Ward Eight, Precinct Six; Ward 
Nine, Precinct Three; and Ward Four, Precinct Five) and four others arrived 
with broken seals (Ward Three, Precinct Seven; Ward One, Precincts One 
and Three; and Ward Nine, Precinct Two). Midgley claimed that these were 
normal occurrences in the chaos of an election day.27

A few days into the recount, Bennett had gained the lead by 21 votes; the 
Democratic attorneys, headed by former Congressman Joseph F. O’Connell, 
who had considerable experience in contested elections, protested many more 
ballots than the Republicans did, laying the groundwork for a court case if 
Sullivan was defeated. “Protested” (disputed) ballots were ruled upon on the 
spot by the Registrars of Voters.28

As the recount proceeded, O’Connell seized upon any clerical error as 
possible malfeasance and demanded that any “missing” ballots be searched 
for. The registrars and city clerk responded that their only remit was to take 
up the ballots they had, and that any claims of illegality should be pursued 
through legal channels. One such clerical dispute was over an envelope that 
had been marked as containing 60 ballots, but (as was customary) only 
contained 50. The registrars regarded this as a clerical error and were borne 
out by the overall count of ballots and other records.29 Another “error” was 
when an envelope in the vault where the ballots were under guard, marked 
as “Ward Six, Precinct Five, Block 19, 50 ballots” had been found with no 
ballots within, only a tally sheet. The Ward Six clerk signed an affidavit that 
the envelope had never contained ballots, and that there had only been 862 
ballots cast in this precinct, necessitating only 17 blocks of 50. O’Connell 
nevertheless loudly charged that the 50 ballots were missing.30 
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William A. Bennett

John S. Sullivan
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When the recount was completed in mid-November, Bennett was 
declared the winner by 96 votes. Francis P. McKeon, another of Sullivan’s 
attorneys, told reporters that they expected to go to the courts.31 The 
Democrats took several claims to the Supreme Judicial Court, including 
claims that absentee ballots had not been cast lawfully, that some cast ballots 
were still unaccounted for at the recount, and that there was evidence that 
“approximately 150 ballots” that were marked, but not cast, “were cast and 
voted and cancelled after 6 pm on [election] day by two persons wholly 
unauthorized to do so” in Ward One, Precinct Seven. 

This last claim regarded a situation where a ballot box had malfunctioned: 
voters had marked their ballots and these had been placed by election workers 
in the machine when it had been repaired, after the polls had closed. The 
court issued an order restraining the registrars and alderman from issuing a 
certificate of election until the court had ruled.32 Justice Charles H. Donahue 
ordered hearings to take place before an auditor, as the justice was too busy 
to hear the complicated case. Attorneys for the Republicans and the board of 
registrars continued to uphold the accuracy of the count.33

The next few months of legal wrangling can be dispensed with briefly. 
Sullivan’s writ, and another filed by Bennett in early December, was assigned 
to court-appointed auditor Richard J. Lane.34 As the Supreme Judicial Court 
heard arguments on whether the auditor could indeed investigate the ballots 
that Bennett’s side had protested, Lane steamed through a vote-by-vote 
review of each precinct, investigating Sullivan’s protested ballots.35

By late December, Lane had gone through ballots that both teams had 
protested. He attempted to deal only with questions concerning the recount 
and avoided ruling on the city’s election procedure. This meant that he was 
not interested in the Sullivan team’s allegations of irregularities, leaving items 
such as an investigation of the unused ballots (an attempt to find allegedly 
missing used ballots) for the courts to settle. Sullivan’s attorneys were by now 
subject to accusations of dilatory tactics.36 This was not implausible, as at 
both the ballot hearing and the legal proceedings they seemed determined to 
contest every possible point of procedure. Former Congressman O’Connell 
had rapidly become a punchline, as early as the recount, for his obstinacy and 
belligerent outbursts.

After the new year, as Lane heard final arguments in preparation for 
completing his report, new and returning mayors across the state were 
sworn into office. Worcester, however, had no inauguration, as Sullivan had 
obtained an injunction to hold over in office until the electoral controversy 
was resolved.37
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THE NEW CITY COUNCIL IS SWORN IN, 1938

The city council, however, was sworn in, and Worcester’s ongoing political 
drama briefly shifted its focus when the Board of Aldermen, the body’s upper 
chamber, organized in an unexpected and unprecedented power-sharing 
arrangement. Just before Christmas, the Republican caucus had nominated 
at-large alderman C. Vernon Inett for the presidency of the board in a vote 
of four to three over Axel Sternlof. Sternlof, however, had then bolted the 
party caucus, taking his supporters with him. He had stepped aside for 
Bennett’s mayoral campaign and worked hard to win the Swedish vote for 
the ticket, in exchange for the promise of the aldermanic presidency. Now, as 
the city party’s leadership shouldered him out of the way, he declared that “I 
do honestly believe that I have done more for party harmony than has ever 
before been done in the history of Worcester. But get this, I am not going 
to be walked on by a group of so-called party leaders.” He had been offered 
the position of floor leader but said that he was “not going to throw any 
Republican snowballs as floor leader that I do not make myself.” It seemed a 
forlorn protest, as the Democrats had already assured Inett of their support.38

However, when the board met immediately after the swearing-in, Sternlof 
(presiding as senior member) relinquished the chair to another alderman. 
Saying that “an attempted dictatorship does exist in the Republican party,” 
he announced his candidacy for the presidency. Sternlof ’s two Republican 
supporters voted for him, as did all four Democrats; Inett received four 
Republican votes. In exchange for their support, the Democrats received 
seven committee chairmanships.39 

Taking sides in the mayoral dispute, the new board of aldermen refused 
to confirm any of the mayor’s appointments to city departments until the 
mayoral dispute was settled. Only one member, Democrat John M. Shea, 
voted in favor of Sullivan’s appointees.40 Meanwhile, Sullivan’s counsel filed 
two new lawsuits attempting to prevent the count of any of the 168 absentee 
ballots cast for Bennett, saying that some had been improperly cast, had 
identifying marks, and so on; these were also referred to Lane to rule upon, 
in an extension of his hearings.41 When Sullivan’s counsel attempted to call 
the wardens of all 76 precincts to testify as to absentee ballot handling, one of 
Bennett’s attorneys, George R. Stobbs, objected, declaring that the Sullivan 
team was on a fishing expedition and that the entire city of Worcester regarded 
the election contest as a joke. “Bring [the ballots] out and let us get at them 
and you will see if it’s a joke!” shouted O’Connell in reply. Lane allowed the 
Sullivan team to continue questioning wardens but noted that he would end 
the line of questioning any time he saw fit. Lane worked, successfully, to 
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efficiently take testimony regarding the absentee ballots so that he could rule 
on each of them.42

Meanwhile, Bennett and Sullivan were stuck in limbo. Frequently, both 
were invited to banquets and other events, as organizations hedged over 
which person the formal dignity of the city’s chief executive was vested 
in.43 Relations between the two had remained cordial: shortly after the first 
recount concluded, they met at a firemen’s banquet, where Bennett told the 
mayor that “The hard part is winning from such a great lad as you,” to which 
Sullivan responded that “If the Supreme [Judicial] Court finds you won 
you’ll have my warm cooperation.”44 

AUDITOR LANE REPORTS & JUSTICE QUA ENTERS THE 
FRAY

Lane’s preliminary report, when released in early February, came down 
heavily on Bennett’s side regarding the disputed absentee ballots: it supported 
all of his counsel’s contentions, disqualified none of the absentee ballots, 
and upheld the registrars’ decision not to investigate unused ballots.45 As 
the attorneys discussed and prepared to argue before the Supreme Judicial 
Court, Bennett was halted by a guard while parking his car in the mayor’s 
space at City Hall. “Guess I’m entitled to it as much as he is,” Bennett said 
on his way into the building. At banquets, Bennett was joking that his slogan 
next cycle would be “a full term!” and told a story about a little boy sucking 
on a prune that ended by noting that “Mayor Sullivan may not have a prune 
in his mouth but he has a plum that he is reluctant to give up.”46 In the 
Mayor’s office, Sullivan continued to work preparing the city budget, as the 
Republicans on the council planned to delay consideration as long as possible 
so that a Bennett administration could later substitute its own budget.47

The final report, submitted to the court later in the month, confirmed 
Bennett’s win. Lane dismissed any claims of improper procedure in the 
recount, and found that Bennett either won by 80 votes, or by 92 if a 
pending Sullivan plea, involving a dozen disputed ballots, was overruled. An 
impromptu Bennett victory parade had seemed to form outside City Hall 
after the news was announced but the commotion was found later to be 
the result of a short-circuited car horn.48 With the report filed, Bennett’s 
attorneys hoped that, though the litigation before the Supreme Judicial 
Court was ongoing, the restraining order preventing Bennett’s formal victory 
and swearing-in could be lifted; Sullivan’s attorneys, who had already filed 
objections to Lane’s report, were prepared to resist this move. The Republican 
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aldermen discussed moving to stop the mayor’s pay to turn up the heat on 
Sullivan.49

The case first came before Justice Stanley E. Qua. Ultimately, it was 
expected to go before the entire Supreme Judicial Court, but Justice Qua had 
the option of gratifying Bennett’s team by lifting the injunction and allowing 
the possible mayor-elect to take office in the interim. The city solicitor, on 
behalf of the registrars of voters and board of aldermen, told the court 
that Bennett was needed as mayor as soon as possible to deal with pressing 
business. McKeon threatened that “we are going to have further needless and 
embarrassing litigation if the injunction [against seating Bennett] is lifted.” 
Sullivan’s team focused on the argument that the votes in Ward One, Precinct 
Seven, marked while the ballot box was broken, should not be counted; this 
would eliminate enough Bennett votes to swing the election to Sullivan. The 
Board of Aldermen assembled every night while Justice Qua took up the 
case, ready to swear Bennett in if the injunction was lifted. The drawn-out 
process was called “a shameful disgrace” by Bennett, who said that it “made 
the city of Worcester the laughing stock of the nation.”50 

THE CRISIS

On March 18, Justice Qua issued his ruling. He agreed completely with 
Bennett’s counsel, and declared that Bennett had been elected mayor by 91 
votes; he also lifted the injunction preventing Bennett from being sworn 
in. Worcester’s bureaucratic apparatus immediately swung into action, and 
when the aldermen convened that evening, the paperwork had been prepared 
for Bennett to be sworn in. The meeting was packed with Republican 
campaigners and well-wishers. When Sternlof called for a vote approving 
the committee report stating that Bennett had been elected, Alderman Shea 
protested, saying that Sullivan’s appeal to the Supreme Judicial Court would 
take a few days to be submitted, and that the swearing-in might be declared 
illegal. Sternlof, however, had an opinion from the city solicitor that the 
swearing-in would be legal.51

Bennett was escorted in for the ceremony while Shea was asked to 
formally notify Mayor Sullivan, so that he would have the opportunity to 
attend (this offer received a laugh from the audience). Shea took so long that 
Sternlof considered proceeding without him, but he returned shortly before 
the deadline to report that Sullivan did not want to take part in what he 
regarded as an illegal ceremony. Bennett was then sworn in after an ovation, 
but hurried home as he deferred city business for another day. Sullivan did not 
leave his office until after midnight.52 At this point, with the courts having 
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decided that Bennett could be sworn in even with litigation still pending, 
and with Bennett having been sworn in, Sullivan was no longer the mayor. 

The next morning, Sullivan arrived at the mayor’s office around 9 a.m. 
Asked to step back outside by photographers to pose for a picture, he declared 
that, “I am inside as mayor and I am going to stay in.” He had prepared a 
letter that was on the desks of department heads in the morning. It stated in 
no uncertain terms:

[I]t is quite plain, under the provisions of the City Charter and 
under the General Laws . . . [that the swearing in is] of no force 
and effect during the pendency of the said proceedings before the 
said Supreme [Judicial] Court . . . Mr. Bennett is not mayor today 
of the city of Worcester, in any just and legal sense, any more than 
he was a week ago, or a month ago, or four months ago. 

Sullivan went on to claim that:

There is only one tribunal competent to decide the title of the 
office of the mayor of Worcester, and that tribunal is the full 
bench of the Supreme Judicial Court. Under said charter and the 
laws of the Commonwealth, I am mayor of the city of Worcester 
until the contrary is decided by the full bench of the Supreme 
Judicial Court.

Finally, he ordered all city personnel to continue reporting to him as 
mayor and declared unequivocally that: “You will therefore, render obedience 
to me as such mayor in the conduct of your department . . . There cannot be, 
at one time, two mayors of the city of Worcester. There can be but one mayor. 
I am that mayor.” 53

City Clerk Midgley responded with a formal letter officially noting that 
Bennett’s victory had been certified and that he had been sworn in as mayor. 
Bennett himself arrived about an hour after Sullivan. As he entered City 
Hall, a bystander asked if he thought that the city wasn’t big enough for 
two mayors; grinning, Bennett replied that, indeed, “The office is not big 
enough for two mayors.” He went to confer with the city solicitor and his 
own counsel.54

Soon after, Bennett went to confer with Sullivan, apparently giving him 
an ultimatum. The Chief of Police, Thomas F. Foley, sent another eight 
patrolmen to City Hall and himself set up shop in the law department 
office. At 11:00, Bennett and Foley returned to the mayor’s office, entering 
through the side door. Sullivan’s clerks began to pack their things, though 
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they continued to answer the phone: “this is Mayor Sullivan’s office.” Soon, 
Sullivan emerged, followed by his entire staff. Smiling, he made no statement 
other than to say that he was still reserving his rights; he then led his team 
out through the corridor; there was no cheering or demonstration, but a few 
handshakes and tears. Bennett set himself up in the mayor’s office, taking a 
breather before letting the crowd of well-wishers in.55 He ordered the police 
guard on the unused ballots to be dismissed, and issued an official statement. 
Sullivan, he said, had initially asked to confer with his counsel, and the two 
contenders agreed for a final decision by 11 am.

At 11 he, still following advice of his counsel, insisted on 
remaining in office. Accompanied by the City Solicitor and 
the Chief of Police who was armed with a ruling from the Law 
Department saying I was duly qualified for the office of Mayor, 
we entered the Mayor’s Suite. A very friendly discussion followed. 
Mr. McKeon made a statement in which he insisted Mr. Sullivan 
was still legally Mayor until a decision was rendered by the full 
bench of the Supreme [Judicial] Court. Mr. McKeon said he 
was reserving whatever rights he had. The former Mayor and his 
staff very courteously turned over the keys of the office to me 
personally.56

At noon, the locks on the doors of the mayoral suite were changed for 
the first time in many years. When a repairman stumbled into the reception 
room carrying a coil of rope, the crowd of Bennett supporters asked if he 
was there “to drag Sullivan out,” and shouted at him that “He’s already 
gone!” The repairman, however, was “not interested in the official feud,” the 
Worcester Evening Gazette noted.57

Worcester Telegram (March 19, 1938)
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AFTERMATH

This was, effectively, the end of the crisis. A flurry of subsequent lawsuits 
brought by Sullivan were dismissed by the Supreme Judicial Court in 
August.58 The Worcester Evening Gazette editorial page labeled it as “one more 
outlandish episode in the long chain of outlandish episodes in which Mr. 
Sullivan has figured since the recount last fall showed him to have been 
defeated.” “The hope must be,” the paper wrote, “that this is the last episode 
in that sorry farce, and that, by the forcible installation of Mayor Bennett 
today, the curtain has been rung down.” About Sullivan, the paper wrote 
that his:

obstinacy in denying defeat has mounted close to desperation. 
And one can hardly blame him. He must know what Worcester 
voters of all parties think of his course. Their thoughts are ample 
ground for making any ambitious politician desperate, when he 
thinks of the future.59 

The paper had recorded the exasperation of participants throughout the 
drawn-out process, and the editors let their vituperation flow now that a 
conclusion had been reached. Earlier coverage had been more tongue-in-
cheek: politics reporter James Guilfoyle wrote, for example, in his Among 
the Folks column after Valentines’ Day, that “Although they have been going 
around together—at public banquets—for sometime [sic] it has been reliably 
ascertained that William A. Bennett and Mayor Sullivan did not exchange 
valentines yesterday.” Readers got in on the action, with one writing a poem 
about how the city’s cartoonists could serve as mayor: “When all your 
mathematics fail, and troubles come in pecks, / And ballots marked with 
V or Z that ought to look like X, / When Sullivan or Bennett crash, and 
Midgley comes betwixt / It’s time we jacked our wagon up, and tried to get 
it fixed.”60 

State and regional newspapers such as the Boston Globe, the Hartford 
Courant, and the Christian Science Monitor stuck to straightforward reporting 
with little editorializing. Meanwhile, Worcester’s Democratic newspaper, the 
Worcester Evening Post, was dying; later that year it would fold and have its 
assets sold into Booth’s empire of Gazette and Telegram.61 Its editors opined 
that:

Mr. Sullivan’s first refusal to leave office was neither in the city’s 
interest nor in his own. Such a course would have exasperated a 



Historical Journal of Massachusetts • Winter 2025108

people already impatient at the delay. The city, for the present, 
recognizes Mr. Bennett as its chief executive.

Mr. Sullivan’s decision later today to allow Mr. Bennett to take 
possession of the office while fully reserving all legal rights in 
the situation was in better spirit and more in keeping with the 
John Sullivan his friends admire. . . . Mr. Sullivan is advised by 
competent counsel and has the right under the law to appeal 
to the full bench. That he is sincere and a stubborn fighter can 
readily be admitted. But in view of Justice Qua’s ruling he could 
with good sportsmanship allow Mr. Bennett to take up his duties 
and await the full bench decision.

We are prepared to recognize Mayor Bennett and give him the 
full cooperation due his office. We expect a sound administration 
in the best interest of the city. Every citizen is relieved to have 
the election contest draw to a close. At no time has the cause of 
either candidate been as important as the establishment of a city 
government recognized beyond dispute as legal.62

The two candidates faced off again in 1939, although Bennett, whom 
the Evening Gazette said had “encountered unusual conditions and peculiar 
problems” as mayor, including “the celebrated recount,” had initially 
considered retirement. Sullivan, meanwhile, was described as having served 
as mayor “until the determination of the famous recount when the Supreme 
Court forced him to relinquish it.”63

As was often the case, candidates in the Democratic primary campaigned 
on their party loyalty; Sullivan’s primary opponent, George A. Wells, stated 
that, “Mr. Sullivan’s record proved that his activities were directed primarily 
for his own good and not for the party.” Despite this, Democratic Party 
voters narrowly nominated Sullivan over Wells and John M. Shea in the 
primary. Sullivan again faced Bennett in an election that seemed destined to 
“recall their spectacular battle of two years ago.” This time, however, Sullivan 
lost decisively: 30,887 votes to Bennett’s 37,747. Voters in Democratic wards 
“cut” Sullivan and voted for Bennett at higher rates than expected.64 Evincing 
little support in the electorate, Sullivan went on to lose races for the U.S. 
House of Representatives in 1942, the Democratic nomination for lieutenant 
governor in 1944, and the Democratic nomination for mayor in 1945. He 
died on April 12, 1949, at the age of seventy-three.65 
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In contrast, Bennett was reelected and served as mayor for seven years 
until 1945. Indeed, he was one of the top three longest-serving mayors and 
city managers in Worcester history before the year 2000. In 1945 he was 
elected Worcester County Sheriff. He served in this position until 1963.66

Worcester’s disputed election falls between the historical cracks: political 
coverage of this period in Worcester history usually comes from ethnic 
histories of the Swedes and Irish, which tend to end in the early 1930s.67 
Coverage then picks back up in studies focused on the Plan E fight after 
World War II. In fact, the need for reform of Worcester’s government 
was discussed on the 1937 campaign trail and at several points during 
the election dispute. Bennett urged audiences—the Lions in one case, the 
Exchange Club in another—to favor and work for a change in Worcester’s 
form of government.68 This change, however, did not come during Bennett’s 
long administration, but was enacted by referendum in the late 1940s. 

In 1938 the legislature had added a new form of permissible municipal 
government: the “Plan E” system, involving a city manager and a council 
elected by proportional representation. Worcester civic society quickly 
became interested in a potential switch. The Sullivan-Bennett incident does 
not appear to have factored into the debate on the topic. Accounts of the 
successful 1947 campaign to change to a Plan E charter do not cite advocates 
as being opposed to the powers or actions of a specific mayor, but do cite the 
partisan nature of municipal elections, as well as the unwieldy bicameral 
municipal legislature, as motivations for reformers.69

It is not clear what Sullivan’s endgame was,70 but by returning to the 
mayor’s office on March 19 and attempting to issue orders as mayor, he 
defied the state judiciary and the city council, and attempted to controvert 
the democratic and legal processes. Ultimately affirmed through legal 
proceedings, and enforced by the implied threat of police action, Bennett’s 
seating brought this curious political incident to a close. Political stability 
was restored to Worcester for the final decade of strong mayoral rule prior to 
the implementation of Plan E.

HJM
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