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GUBERNATORIAL POLITICS IN VIRGINIA: The Experience
of 1965
By RALPH EISENBERG

The election of a Governor in Vir
ginia in 1969 promises to be another
milestone in the State's political history.
The prospect of keen competition in the
July primary for the Democratic Party's
nomination and the assurance of a
rigorous Republican challenge in the
November general election are the latest
manifestations of the new political climate
in the State. The roots of the new politics
of Virginia can be traced to factors of
economic, social, legal, political, and
demographic change that have had either
gradual or immediate effects in past
years. But the symptoms of the new
politics were discernible in the election
outcomes in the State as early as 1964.

The 1964 election was particularly im
portant because it demonstrated the
emergence of a new and successful
electoral strategy by the State's dominant
Democratic Party. The coalition politics
used in 1964 was applied in the 1965
election. Both elections reflected the in
creasingly urban posture of the Demo
cratic Party which won Statewide elec
tions without the same dependence on
rural conservative areas of the State that
had been so much a part of the party's
traditional power base in the past.

But the "era of good feeling" charac
teristic of 1964 and 1965 among the
State's Democrats proved to be a short
one indeed. In 1966, splits emerged be
tween conservative, moderate, and liberal
Democrats in contests for U.S. Senate
seats and a Congressional seat. Although
the wounds were healed in time to win
both Senate seats in November, a fourth
Virginia Republican Congressman was
elected where the coalition could not be
restored. In 1968, the continuance of in
tra-Democratic Party conflict seemed the
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primary factor in the election of a fifth
Republican Congressman.

The competition for the Democratic
nomination for Governor in 1969, how
ever, is the most dramatic indication of
the continued rivalry between the con
servative, moderate, and liberal factions
of the party. Whatever the outcome of
the 1969 Democratic primary, the 1965
election remains of importance because
it was a transitional election, in which the
moderate and liberal challengers to the
State Organization realized their political
significance to Democratic victories and
saw their opportunities to assume political
power. Because Democratic strife creates
again the opportunity for RepUblican
success, it is appropriate to review the
1965 gubernatorial election to identify
the components of that Democratic suc
cess.

THE 1965 ELECTION

The gubernatorial election in Virginia
in 1965 revealed the emergence of new
and important trends in the State's
political y tem. Mills E. Godwin, Jr. wa
elected Governor on November 3; Fred
G. Pollard was elected Lieutenant Gov
ernor; and Robert Y. Button was re
elected to a second term as Attorney
General. All of these officials were Dem
ocrats and thus the one-party character
of Virginia State politics was continued.
However, the manner in which the Dem
ocratic candidates secured election in
1965 differed markedly from the patterns
of Democratic victories in the past.

Differences were discernible both in
the events of the election campaign and
in the pattern of voting in the State
which distinguished the 1965 election
from previous elections. Indeed, the 1965
election presaged further changes in the
conduct of Virginia political cam
paigns. The events and results of the
1965 election, however, had their begin-

nings in the outcome of the 1964 Presi
dential election when the State returned
to the Democratic column for the first
time since 1948 in supporting Lyndon
B. Johnson by a majority exceeding
75,000.

THE CAMPAIGN

The 1965 campaign was unique in sev
eral respects. First, the election was
marked by the lack of a contest for the
Democratic nomination for any of the
Statewide offices. The absence of a Demo
cratic primary was due to the widespread
support marshalled by the then Lieu
tenant Governor Mills E. Godwin, Jr. in
his quest for the gubernatorial nomina
tion. In turn, the lack of opposition to
Godwin's candidacy contributed to the
absence -of opposition to the candidacies
of the then Delegate Pollard and Attorne
General Button for the other two posts.
Endorsements of Godwin for the Denl.o
cratic gubernatorial nomination came
from all wings of the Democratic Party.
Conservatives, moderates, and liberals all
endorsed him; there clearly wa insuf
ficient uncommitted support for more
liberal Democrats to offer their own can
didate for the nomination with much
hope of even a respectable vote.

The Democratic support which God
win commanded was an outgrowth of the
effective coalition which worked in the
previous year for the election of Lyndon
B. Johnson as President. Although the
State's Democratic leader, the late Sena
tor Harry F. Byrd, Sr., continued his
golden silence approach to Presidential
politics, other State Democrats worked
actively on Johnson's behalf. The State
Democratic Convention in 1964 com
mitted itself to support Johnson's Presi
dential candidacy at the urging of the
moderate and liberal elements of th€
party. The subsequent active campaign
for Johnson waged by State Democrats



Table 1
1965 Virginia General Election

State Voting Totals
Percent of

Governor Total Votes Total Votes
Mills E. Godwin, Jr. (Democrat) 269,526 47.9
Linwood Holton (Republican) 212,207 37.7
William J. Story, Jr. (Conservative) 75,307 13.4
George Lincoln Rockwell 5,730 1.0
Scattered Votes 19

-----

Totals 562,789 100.0
Lieutenant Governor

Fred G. Pollard (Democrat) 272,427 50.0
Vincent F. Callahan, Jr. (Republican) 202,053 37.1
Reid T. Putney (Conservative) 69,941 12.9
Scattered Votes 16

-----

Totals 544,435 100.0
Attorney General

Robert Y. Button (Democrat) 274,445 50.8
D. Dortch Warriner (Republican) 184,899 34.3
John W. Carter (Conservative) 80,542 14.9
Scattered Votes 9

-----

Totals 539,895 100.0
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led by Sidney I{ellam of Virginia Beach,
an important leader of the State's famed
Organization, involved all elements of
the Democratic Party. The success of the
1964 effort to mold a unified party cam
paign for the national ticket served as a
model for the 1965 campaign. In addi
tion, Godwin gave indications that his
approach to the Governorship was going
to be less conservative than those of his
predecessors and thus attracted the
moderate and liberal elements of the
party to his support.

The 1964 election also had dramatized
the effectiveness of the Negro vote in the
State as a sizable bloc which could offset
the more conservative wing of the Demo
cratic Party. The 1964 election demon-
trated that the Democrats could win a
tatewide election without relying heavily

upon the traditionally conservative South
side counties and cities of the State. The
Democratic majority in 1964 could be
traced to impressive Democratic majorities
in the increasingly urban areas of the
State and among Negroes as an identifia
ble group of voters. The alienation of

egroes by Barry Goldwater produced
very heavy Negro majorities for Johnson
which contributed directly to the Demo
cratic triumph in the State. In the course
of the 1964 campaign, the Democratic
campaign effort had worked with Negro
groups and sought Negro votes. Similar
ly, the Godwin campaign in 1965 at
tempted again to work with Negroes and
garner their support.

The pattern of support for Godwin in
turn antagonized more conservative Dem
ocrats. Their response was to launch a
new political party in the State, ap
propriately titled the Virginia Conserva-
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tive Party. The Conservative Party
nominated its own candidates for the
three Statewide offices. These candidates
were William B. Story, Jr. for Governor,
Reid T. Putney for Lieutenant Governor,
and John W. Carter for Attorney Gen
eral. Realistically, the Conservative cam
paign hopes rested upon winning a large
following in the former Democratic bas
tions of support in Southside Virginia,
those areas which in 1964 had defected
from Democratic ranks to support the
Goldwater candidacy.

The Republican Party's candidate for
the Governorship was Linwood Holton,
an attorney from Roanoke. The RepUb
lican candidates for Lieutenant Governor
and Attorney General were Vincent F.
Callahan, Jr. and D. Dortch Warriner,
respectively. The RepUblican campaign
urged more liberal State programs upon
the electorate and criticized the failure
of Democratic administrations to meet
State problems. Significantly, the Holton
candidacy reflected the influence of the
more moderate RepUblicans and the les
sened influence of the party's conserva
tives.

The remaining candidate for the Gov
ernorship was George Lincoln Rockwell,
leader of the American Nazi Party.

PATTERNS OF VOTING

The outcome of the 1965 election was
in itself unique. The Democratic triumph

of Mills E. Godwin, while not surprising,
was achieved with only a plurality of
the popular votes. It was the first time
since 1885 that a Democratic Governor
had failed to be elected with a majority
of the State's vote. Godwin's win still was
substantial as he carried 65 of Virginia's
96 counties and 26 of the then 34 cities.
But the Democratic share of the vote for
Governor was only 47.9 percent. The
RepUblicans won 37.7 percent of the
popular vote; the Conservatives received
13.4 percent; and Rockwell 1.0 percent.
The Democratic Party's failure to win a
majority of the popular vote was due to
the erosion of Democratic support by the
Conservative candidates in Southside Vir
ginia counties and cities as well as in
scattered other por--tions of the State. Yet,
it was significant that the Democrats in
1965 as in 1964 were able to win without
the traditional base of support in South
side which they had utilized in past elec
tions to fashion their Statewide suprem
acy. Instead, the Democratic plurality was
based upon sizable majorities in the
State's urban areas.

The 1965 election reflected again the
changing character of Virginia as an in
creasingly urban State. The total number
of votes cast in the election exceeded
previous State general election voting
totals. The 562,789 votes cast in 1965
were 42.7 percent more than the 394,490
votes recorded in 1961 but only 8.7 per-



TABLE 2
Voting for Governor in Selected Predominantly Negro

Precincts in Virginia, 1965"

City Precinct Godwin Percent Holton Percent Story Percent Rockwell Percent
Charlottesville Firehouse 202 66.4 70 23.0 29 9.5 3 1.0
Lynchburg 1-1 233 69.8 79 23.7 18 5.4 4 1.2
Norfolk 1 261 78.6 50 15.1 19 5.7 2 .6
Norfolk 2 314 86.7 40 11.0 5 1.4 3 .8
Norfolk 4 468 67.1 219 31.4 5 .7 5 .7
Norfolk 5 216 70.4 80 26.1 7 2.3 4 1.3
Norfolk 6 162 79.0 42 20.5 0 0.0 1 .5
Norfolk 7 214 73.0 74 25.3 3 1.0 2 .7
Norfolk 8 429 77.6 108 19.5 13 2.4 3 .6
Norfolk 9 62 77.5 15 18.8 3 3.8 0 0.0
Norfolk 17 201 74.2 50 18.5 17 6.3 3 1.1
Norfolk 42 302 72.2 100 24.4 6 1.5 2 .5
Virginia Beach Seatack 208 92.4 16 7.1 1 .4 0 0.0
Portsmouth Stuart-3d 789 85.6 126 13.7 4 .4 3 .3
Hampton Kecoughtan 215 50.7 202 47.6 4 .9 3 .7
Hampton Pembroke 211 51.0 193 46.6 10 2.4 0 0.0
Newport News 2-1 284 79.8 59 16.6 8 2.2 5 1.4
Newport News 2-2 265 83.6 44 13.9 3 .9 5 1.6
Newport News 2-3 194 82.6 35 14.9 4 1.7 2 .9
Newport News 3-2 209 80.1 38 14.6 8 3.1 6 2.3
Newport News 3-5 396 82.7 78 16.3 1 .2 4 .8
Newport News Jeff. Park 319 86.7 40 10.9 5 1.4 4 1.1
Richmond 1 250 82.5 45 14.9 5 1.7 3 1.0
Richmond 4 264 83.0 48 15.1 4 1.3 2 .6
Richmond 5 145 79.2 30 16.4 7 3.8 1 .5
Richmond 6 150 67.3 35 15.7 33 14.8 5 2.2
Richmond 18 546 84.1 95 14.6 4 .6 4 .6
Richmond 19 306 76.5 83 20.8 7 1.8 4 1.0
Richmond 24 502 80.7 102 16.4 13 2.1 5 .8
Richmond 46 572 74.0 191 24.7 9 1.2 I .1
Richmond 55 505 76.1 155 23.3 3 .5 1 .2
Richmond 62 520 80.5 120 18.6 4 .6 2 .3
Richmond 63 146 83.4 28 16.0 0 0.0 I .6
Richmond 64 595 83.7 113 15.9 3 .4 0 0.0
Richmond 65 309 87.3 44 12.4 I .3 0 0.0
Richmond 66 339 86.5 46 11.7 3 .8 4 1.0
Richmond 67 4H8 79.0 116 18.8 12 1.9 2 .3

Totals 11,791 77.7 3,009 19.8 281 1.8 99 .7
'*Based on preliminary voting returns.

cent more than the previous record vote
of 517,655 cast in the 1957 election.
Although the 1965 total vote was a new
peak, it was disappointing in view of the
State's population growth since 1957. The
1965 vote also amounted to only 54 per
cent of the record 1964 vote which had
exceeded 1,000,000. However, the 1964
Presidential election was the first time
since 1900 in which no poll tax payment
was required of voters in Federal elec
tions. The 1965 State election still was
conducted with poll tax payment as a
prerequisite to voting and, therefore, an
approximation of the 1964 vote had not
been anticipated. It would seem that the
size of the vote in 1965 did not affect the
outcome directly. More voters would have
a sisted Godwin's election since presum
ably their impact would have been felt
primarily in the heavily populated urban
areas in which Godwin ran well.

The Democratic victory was produced
by moderate, liberal, and Negro support
for Godwin combined with the tradition
al sources of Democratic support which
did not desert to the Conservative cause.
The large Democratic pluralities in Rich
mond and Tidewater Virginia cities and
in most of the increasingly important
urban corridor of the State (the string of
urban counties and cities extending from
the northern Virginia suburbs of Washing
ton to the Richmond area and southeast
to the Tidewater cities) was added to
pluralities in the western, southern, and
central portions of Virginia to produce
the Godwin triumph.

The Tidewater cities of Norfolk, Ports
mouth, Newport News, Hampton, and
Virginia Beach, as well as Richmond, all
produced majorities for Godwin. Addi
tional city majorities of some substance
were recorded in Petersburg, Fredericks
burg, and Charlottesville. Majorities too
for Godwin came from most of the coun
ties of the urban corridor, where urbaniza
tion has been concentrated in recent
years and where continued urban growth
is projected. Godwin also handily retained
support in more rural traditionally Demo
cratic strongholds in counties of the Tide
water peninsulas and the Eastern Shore
as well as in south, central, and western
Virginia as he even won majorities in
many of these counties.

The egro vote was of particular im
portance to the Democratic victory. In
past years, Negroes were conceded to be
a source of RepUblican strength. But their
defection to the Democrats in 1964 carried
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over to 1965. Although far fewer Negroes
voted in 1965 and although the Demo
cratic majorities in Negro precincts were
less than in 1964, it appears that at least
three-fourths of the Negro vote were
cast for Godwin. The 37 predominantly
Negro precincts reported in Table 2 illus
trate the extent of Negro support for
Godwin where it can be measured. Similar
Negro voting occurred elsewhere and the
cumulative Negro majorities for the
Democrats helped to produce the State
wide Democratic plurality.

The Republican vote in the election,
while less than the high mark of 44.2 per
cent cast for Ted Dalton in 1953, was also
impressive despite the fact that the
RepUblicans carried only 20 counties and
8 cities. The Holton candidacy was a re
latively liberal one; certainly, it was far
less conservative than the Goldwater can
didacy of 1964. The result was that the
Republicans in 1965 recaptured much of
their traditional areas of support which
they had lost in 1964 when their primary
support came from Southside conservative
Democratic areas. The Valley of Virginia,
traditionally a bastion of Republican
strength, supported Holton. The North
ern Virginia suburban areas of Arlington
and Fairfax counties and the City of

Alexandria again produced Republican
pluralities. The Republican base in the
Valley and the Republican appeal in
suburbia thus were confirmed. In addi
tion, the Republicans retained their 1964
gains in suburban Henrico County out
side of Richmond. But the principal
failure of the Republican effort in 1965
was the inability to recapture the Negro
vote.

Yet the Republican performance in
1965 cannot be deemed a failure; in a
sense it was perhaps more successful than
the earlier Republican peak performance
in 1953. On that occasion, the Republican
challenge to Democratic State power could
be dramatized in terms of a liberal chal
lenge to entrenched conservatism. In
1965, such a contrast did not exist. The
Democratic candidacy of Mills E. God
win, Jr. was not permeated with notions
of ideological conservatism. It was difficult
to determine exactly what it was, but
it was not the same old Democratic
Organization which confronted the Re
publicans.

The 1965 model of the Democratic
Organization was a broad-based coalition
spanning the political spectrum from con
servative to liberal, campaigning in terms
of a more progressive outlook, and im-



plying considerable modification of tradi
tional Democratic attitudes. In addition,
the Organization's efforts assured victory.
Thus, liberal and Negro support for the
Democrats also was motivated by the
unique opportunity to demonstrate the
soundness of the progressive strategy for
victory. With Conservative opposition,
liberal and Negro support were important
components of a Democratic win. Against
such a Democratic coalition, the Repub
licans faced an impossible task; even the
protest appeal of Republican candidates
was successfully diluted. For example, the
moderate and liberal endorsements of
Godwin appear to have reduced the size
of the Republican pluralities in Northern
Virginia. Nevertheless, the creditable
Republican performance was due both to
an attractive candidate and to Godwin's
vulnerability among some liberals and
Negroes as an old supporter of Massive
Resistance. It can be speculated that a
less liberal candidate would have cost the
Republicans support in the Valley and
in Northern Virginia and added to the
debacle in the cities.

The Conservative campaign produced
no great surprises. Although Conservatives
won pluralities in II counties, their
presence in the election cannot be con
sidered decisive. All of the areas which
the Conservatives carried, except Chester
field County, were in Southside Virginia,
the most conservative area of the State
and the site of the Goldwater success in
1964. Chesterfield County, although sub
urban and still growing, also had strongly
supported Goldwater in 1964. What is
surprising is that the margins of victory
were no greater in the counties the Con
servatives carried. The Conservatives won
:majorities only in Brunswick, Lunenburg,
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and Nottoway counties. In other counties
where the Conservatives received plurali
ties, the Democratic vote was still re
spectable. In Southside counties and cities
where the Democrats won slim pluralities
and even in some of the counties which
they lost, the effectiveness of Organization
efforts and the ties of party loyalty were
demonstrated. The support Godwin re
tained in Southside reflected the success
of his broad-based campaign.

The Conservative margins in the area
could have little significance because
Southside no longer possesses the popula
tion necessary to have too consequential
a political impact in State elections. Most
important from the Democratic stand
point were Godwin's pluralities in Dan
ville and Lynchburg and in Campbell
and Pittsylvania counties, all strongly con
servative areas.

IMPLICATIONS FOR 1969

The patterns of voting across Virginia
in 1965, as well as in 1966, mirrored the
voting in 1964 in demonstrating the im
portance of uJ"ban (including suburban)
Virginia to the outcome of Statewide
contests. The 1968 election in which
the Republican Presidential ticket
carried the State for the fourth time in
the last five such elections did nothing to
dilute the impact of urban Virginia upon
election results. It is evident that for
Republican candidacies for Statewide of
fice to succeed, they must also penetrate
this base of Democratic support.

The 1969 election will be unique in
Virginia history because it will be the
first gubernatorial election since the adop
tion of the 1902 Constitution in which
payment of the poll tax is not a prere
quisite for voting. Thus, there is a great
prospect for a significant increase over

1965 in the total number of voters in
both the Democratic primary and in the
general election. The impact of these ad
di tional voters, as in the previous elec
tions, will be greatest in the State's urban
areas. For example, it is likely that the
importance of Negro voting will be great
er in 1969 than it was in 1965, when only
35.7 percent of the 1964 turnout voted
in the 37 precincts reported in Table 2.
The turnout in these precincts in 1969
is certain to exceed that proportion of
the 1968 turnout.

The long-run opportunities for the
Republican Party in Virginia State
politics are linked to the Republican
ability to attract urban voters. The con
tinued Republican success in carrying the
State for its Presidential candidates lut
been founded on its ability to erode
Democratic support in urban Virginia.
Virginia's political schizophrenia has
brought two-party Presidential politics
into the State, as well as two-party congres
sional politics, but it has left the politics
for Statewide offices still predominantly
Democratic.

The continued future success of the
Democrats in controlling State govern
ment lies in the hands of the party's in
creasingly diverse and divided leadership.
Candidates and programs which can hold
broad urban support will assure Demo
cratic predominance in the State; can
didates who run the risk of alienating
the urban voter imperil the continuity of
Democratic success. The 1965 election
presaged a more moderate Democratic
Party; the 1969 election may well deter-
mine how moderate the party can become
or remain and still retain sufficient urban
support to deter the arrival of two-party
politics at the State level as well.
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