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With the election of a city
manager, Staunton passes into a
new era. It is hoped and believed
that this move is a strong one in
the right direction . . ..

The eyes of the whole State
will be centered upon the
administration in Staunton, and
the hearty cooperation of every
branch and department of the city
government and the individual
citizens, should be brought to bear
with the efforts of the manager, to
make the new office the success it
promises to be under such a plan. 1

Sixty-five years ago, on April 2,
1908, these editorial words in the
Staunton Daily Leader lauded the
inauguration of the central administrator
in Virginia local government. And the
election of Charles E. Ashburner as
Staunton's, and the nation's, first city
manager was not only destined to be
regarded as perhaps the most significant
American "governmental invention" of
the first half of the twentieth century,

1. William A. Grubert, The Origin of the
City Manager Plan in Staunton, Virginia
(Staunton: City of Staunton, 1954), p. 22.
Mr. Grubert was a member of the Staunton
City Council, 1932-1956, and Mayor of the
City of Staunton, 1934-1936 and 1940-1955.

This is the first of two articles on the
central administrator. in Virginia local
government. The second article will appear in
the May 15, 1973 issue. Portions of two
Commentaries by the present authors in
Virginia Town & City 7 (October 1972):
12-13 and 7 (November 1972): 15, 18-19
have been included with the permission of the
Virginia Municipal League.

but also was to spur other localities
within and without the State in a like
direction. With this anniversary at hand,
the time seems appropriate to present an
account of the extent of development
and the spread of that plan among
Virginia's cities, counties, and towns.
Mayor Grubert's work referred to above
had the following objective: "It is this
part of the Staunton Story-the origin
and early years of the city manager
plan-that will be told here."2 This
article and the one to follow constitute
a continuation of the Staunton Story in
Virginia in the years after 1908.

The sixty-five years under observation
can be divided in general into five parts.

2. Ibid., p. 6. The terms "manager,"
"central administrator," and "administrator"
are· used interchangeably throughout these two
articles.

The first of these, of course, \S the
two-year period beginning in Staunton
in 1906 and culminating in the events of
1908. The second part relates to the
slow but consistent spread of the idea to
other Virginia cities by the early fifties.
The third part examines the reception of
the central administrator in the Virginia
town over a period of time which
partially overlapped but in large part
saw its greatest growth after the plan
had become a commonplace in the
cit ies. The fourth part is largely
concerned with the Virginia county,
which was the last unit of local
government to welcome the manager
plan but wh ich has opened the door
wide in the form of numerous adoptions
in recent years. A fifth and concluding
part presents a summary statement of
th e preva iii ng trends and some
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specu.lation about the reasons for those
trends.

THE PLAN EMERGES

The manager appeared in Virginia's
cities in one of two ways. In the first
instance, as in Staunton and later in
Norfolk and Lynchburg, his appearance
was preceded by either an official action
of the city council in the form of an
ord inance or a new charter granted by
the General Assembly, which provided
for the establishment of the position of
city manager. This action was then
followed by an active recruiting period
and the selection and formal
appointment of a manager. A second
approach, which was used in
Fredericksburg and other cities., was
evolutionary in nature in that a city
employee over the years was given
additional assignments which in time
transformed the position into that of a
fu IIfledged manager. The experiences of
Staunton and Fredericksburg provide
specific examples of these two
approaches.

THE STAUNTON APPROACH

Stau nton was incorporated as a town
in 1801 and became a city on its
separation from Augusta County in
1871. Prior to 1906 Stau nton was
governed under the terms of its 1894
Charter which provided for a mayor and
a unicameral council of twelve
members.3 In 1905 following Staunton's
annexation of territory from neighboring
Augusta County, a special census
revealed that the city had attained a
popu lation of 11,366 and therefore
faced a drastic reorgan ization of its
governing body. That reorganization was
compe"ed by the requirement of the
Virginia Constitution of 1902 that all
cities having a population of 10,000 or
more must have a bicameral council.
The end result was a bicameral council
of twenty-two members, eight members
for the board of aldermen and fourteen
members for the common council, in
place of a unicameral council of twelve
members. The system of committee
administration which had prevailed
under the unicameral council continued
under the bicameral council. There were
fifteen committees of six members each,
with three members from each body,
assigned to administer various city
activities such as streets, fire protection,
health, finance, etc. In a very real sense,
city government consisted of ru Ie by

3. The account given here of the Staunton
approach has been taken almost wholly from
Grubert, The Origin of the City Manager Plan.
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committees since the mayor had no
administrative duties.

In his detailed account of the events
between 1906 and 1908, Mayor Grubert
was preeminently correct in labeling one
of the sections of his book: "Mud, the
Cornerstone of the City Manager Plan."
Streets were built and maintained under
the direction of a superintendent of
streets who reported to the street
committee. The street situation in
Staunton was especially acute. With the
single exception of the small downtown
business area, the city and its suburbs
had developed on hilly ground.
Conditions became so critical that in
July 1906 a member of the common
council proposed that the advisabil ity of
hiring an engineer to oversee street
construction and maintenance be
considered. The proposal was approved
and the street committee made its
report to the common council in August
1906.

That report went far beyond its
limited assignment, however, and made a
recommendation which was to come to
fruition in 1-908. The proposal called for
the creation of the position of
IIMunicipal Director" which would
assume all the administrative duties of
the council committees. In the
committee's words:

The duties of such an employee
would be to carry out all work
which the Council, or its
Committees directed to be done ..
. . In short, such an employee
would have the duties generally
imposed upon the general manager
of a business corporation, and in
him would combine the duties in
other cities imposed upon paid
heads of departments; he would be
the manager or Superintendent of
the city's work . ... He should be
[appointed by and] directly
responsible to the Council and
under its immediate control. 4

Ironically enough, the germ of the
idea expressed in the committee's report
came from the experience of John
Crosby, a member of the common
council who had served for fifteen years
as a member of the staff of the court
clerk of Augusta County. As Mr. Crosby
tells the story in later years:

. . . . r was Clerk of the Board
of Supervisors which is the
governing body of the 'county. As
I kept the records and attended to

4. This quotation and the one which
follows are taken from ibid., p. 12 and pp.
13-14 , respectively.

all the business under the
jurisdiction of the board, reporting
directly to them in carrying out its
instructions for the government of
the county, I was in a sense the
General Manager or Executive
Officer for Augusta County.

. . . . If the affairs of Augusta
County were operated with a
governing board of six members
and an executive secretary, why
was it necessary to have a
bicameral council of twenty-two
members and [fifteen] standing
committees to operate the affairs
of the City of Staunton?

. . . . My idea was to simplify
the governmental machinery and
replace the committees with a
general manager appointed by the
council, and working under the
council, to attend to all the
business of the city, reporting to
the council.

Despite the influence of a county's
experience in these early days, the idea
was to take hold first in the cities with
the counties following some decades
later.

From the summer of 1906 to early
1908, the proposal received the
attention of the two branches of the
bicameral council. On January 13, 1908
the common council passed the
o rd ina nce providing for a general
manager by a vote of seven to two; the
board of aldermen followed three days
later by a favorable vote of five to one.
Thus the Staunton approach involving
only one step came to a fruitful
conclusion.

THE FREDERICKSBURG APPROACH

"Fredericksburg had a city manager
before it had heard of the city manager
plan."s In that city, in contrast with the
experience of Staunton, the approach
was evolutionary with the city manager
plan coming into existence by a process
of accretion. If the approaches in the
two cities were different, however, the
immediate cause was the same, namely
the poor condition of the streets.

5. Harold A. Stone, Don K. Price, and
Kathryn H. Stone, "Fredericksburg, Virginia,"
in City Manager Government in Nine Cities
(Chicago: Public Administration Service,

1940), p. 113. Th is account of the early
experience of Fredericksburg with the city
manager plan, which may be found on pp.
107-132 of the previously cited volume, has
been relied on completely for this summary of
the Fredericksbu rg approach.
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The Manager in Towns of 2,500 Population and Above, 1973

Municipal Manager Plan Adoptions, 1908-1972

Staunton did not long stand alone as
the only Virginia city with a manager.
As already noted, Fredericksburg with
its "city comm issioner" followed
Staunton's example in 1912; the
following year Charlottesville did the

was not possible legally to delegate to a
city employee authority over the school
board, board of health ~ and the police
department since these agencies had
been created by the General Assembly.

The committee proposed, and the
council approved, the creation of the
position of "city commissioner" to be
filled by the citV council for a two-year
term. The city commissioner was given
all the administrative duties which had
previously been exercised by the
committees of council. The council,
however, reserved to itself the power to
appo int certain department heads.
Excluded from the commissioner's
control were the agencies noted above
and the fire department. Nevertheless,
approximately half of the city's
admin istrative business was handed over
to the new official. As was the case in
Staunton, the council went outside for
its first city commissioner who took
office on September 1, 1912.

There was no rush to put into effect
every detail of the new plan. The city
commissioner reported to the
appropriate committees and the
c h air men continued their previous
practice of reporting directly to the
council. For the time being, no move

97.8

33

34

97.0

181

185

MANAGER,

was made to centralize purchasing, and
many of the other powers assigned to
the city commissioner were not
immediately assumed. In a few months,
however, a number of committees began
to delegate responsibi lities to the city
commissioner beginning with technical
matters since the city commissioner was
the only qualified engineer on the city
payroll. Gradually over the next two
years the city commissioner either
assumed or was specifically directed by
council to take over additional duties.
The increasing centralization of the
management function was officially
confirmed in December 1914 when the
council by ordinance changed the title
of the position from city commissioner
to city manager. Indeed, Fredericksburg
did have a city manager before it had
heard of the city manager plan.

THE CITY MANAGER

THE MUNICIPAL

1908-1973

The sixty-five years since Staunton's
pioneering effort have seen the manager
plan become an accepted feature of
Virginia municipal government. All of
the thirty-nine cities in existence in
early 1973 had a manager (Table 1).
Likewise, all but one of the thirty-four
towns of 2,500 population and above
had a central administrator, and
nineteen towns under 2,500 population
also had managers. Few indeed were the
people who lived in a Virginia
municipality without a manager.

Table 2

1
10
16
15
8

20
18
3

91

Total Adoptions

2
4

11
4

13
15
3

52

Percentage of Total Town
Population with a Manager

Number of Town Managers

Population of Towns
with a Manager (thousands)

Number of Towns

Percentage of Towns with a Manager

Total Town Population (thousands)

Town Adoptions

Table 1

39

1
8

12
4
4
7
3

City AdoptionsYears

Fredericksburg was incorporated as a
town in 1781 and became a city on its
separation from Spotsylvania County in
1879. In 1910 when the movement
began which culminated in the city
manager plan, Fredericksburg was
governed, under the terms of a charter
granted by the General Assembly in
1821, by a mayor and a council
composed of twelve members. The
council chose one of its members as
president to preside over its meeti ngs.
While the mayor was in theory the chief
executive, the, real power was exercised
by the committees of the council which
functioned in much the same fashion as
was the case in Staunton prior to 1908
and with much the same unsatisfactory
results.

I n March 1910 the mayor of
Fredericksburg in h is annual report to
the city council noted the coming of the
automobile and recommended that a
regular program for street improvements
be undertaken. That following June, the
president of the council formally
approved the mayor's proposal and
suggested an annual outlay of $5,000 to
be spent under the supervision of the
finance and street committees. To assist
these committees in their work the
president recommended the
establishment of the new position of
"street commissioner." Although the idea
lay dormant for some eighteen months, it
was revived by local interests which
wished to encourage the development of
the tourist trade.

In January 191 2 the council
authorized the appointment of a special
committee to evaluate the present and
future needs of the city with special
emphasis on the form of government.
The committee promptly undertook its
task and one month later del ivered to
the council a report with farreaching
recommendations. The proposals would
have been even more drastic if the
committee had not concluded that it

1908
1910-1919
1920-1929
1930-1939
1940-1949
1950-1959
1960-1969
1970-1972
Total



sa me. Other early adoptions were
Winchester (1915), Portsmouth (1917),
Norfolk and Roanoke (1918), and
Bristol and Suffolk (1919). As the
location of these cities shows, the
movement was Statewide with no
concentration in anyone part of
Virginia. .

These nine cities were followed
during the twenties by twelve additional
cities.6 The rate of adoption slowed
down during the thirties and forties with
four adoptions in each decade. The
number of adoptions increased to seven
in the fifties and was completed in the
early sixties with three adoptions. Thus,
all thirty-nine cities in existence in early
1973 had a manager? These cities had a
combined population of 1.9 million or

-£pproximate/y-.11 percent of the State's
total population.

THE TOWN MANAGE R

The Virginia town, especially those
with a population of 2,500 and over,
has shown a preference for the manager
plan but at a different rate of growth
and at a later time than the cities. To be
sure, the Town of Blackstone was the
fourth municipality and first town to
adopt the plan in 1914, and the Town

6. A town which had a central
administrator at the time it became a city and
separated from the surrounding county is
recorded as having had a manager since
adopting the plan as a town. Thus.
Waynesboro, which did not become a city
until 1948, is noted as having had the
manager plan since adopting it while a town
in 1928.

7. The number of cities will drop to
thirty-eight on January 1, 1974 when the
cities of Nansemond and Suffolk merge as the
City of Suffolk.
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of Farmville followed suit the next year.
The momentum was not sustained,
however, as six years elapsed before the
Town of Warrenton appointed a
manager in 1920. Only three town
adoptions occurred during the remainder
of the twenties: Crewe in 1926 and
Manassas and Wytheville in 1927.

The bulk of the town adoptions
occurred in three spurts-first in the
thirties, then in the fifties, and finally in
the sixties. The six towns with managers
at the end of the twenties were joined
by eleven additional towns in the
thirties for a total of seventeen town
managers by the end of that decade.
Preoccupation with World War II
resulted in only four adoptions in the
forties. The second and third spurts
occurred in the fifties with th irteen
adoptions and inthe sixties with fifteen
new manager towns. Three towns
adopted the plan in the years 1970-1972
so that there were fifty-two towns with
managers by early 1973.

Another way of depicting the scope
of adoptions of the manager plan by
Virginia's towns is to divide the towns
into those with a population of 2,500
and above and those below 2,500. As of
early 1973, thirty-three towns with a
population of 2,500 and over had a
manager (Table 2). Only one town in
that population group had not
appointed a manager. These thirty-three
towns had a population of 181 thousand
or 97.8 percent of the total town
population in the category of 2,500 and
above. The towns below 2,500
population numbered 156 in early 1973.
Nineteen of these towns, or 12.1
percent of the total, had managers in
early 1973. The towns below 2,500
population with managers' had 23.4

percent of the total town population in
that category.

A COMMON FEATURE

To the observer, then, the central
administrator is as much a common
feature of Virginia city government as is
the city council. It is also safe to say
that any new city incorporations will
bring with them additional managers.
This is especially true if those
incorporations inVOlve any of the towns
wh ich presently have or are near the
required minimum population of 5,000
for city status since almost all of these
towns already have managers. It may be
further expected that as towns increase
in population the need for services will
also grow, and that this need will foster
a move to -----select an administrator
responsible for the coordination and
administration of those services. Support
for this conclusion is found in the fact
that almost 98 percent of the total town
population of 2,500 and above was
being served by an administrator in early
1973. Moreover, of the total population
of more than 2.2 million residing in
Virginia's cities and towns, more than
2.1 million or approximately 95 percent,
were living under a local government
with a manager.

Staunton's lead has therefore been
followed by all the cities and practically
all of the larger towns in Virginia. One
among a number of reasons for the
popularity of the manager idea has been
the willingness of the General Assembly
to grant broad flexibility to its
municipalities in their choice of a form
of government. This same influence, as
will be noted in the article to follow, is
currently at work in Virginia's counties.

Entered as second-class matter
Charlottesville, Virginia




