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Abstrac t :  Some for ty -one  i n d i v i d u a l s  selected f o r  their  knowl­
edge of A r k a n s a s  governm ent  a n d  h is to ry  p a r t i c i p a t e d  in a poll 
in which they were asked  to ra n k  A r k a n s a s  governors  f ro m  1900 
to 1970 in categories ra n g in g  f r o m  grea t  to poor. Although notone 
of the sixteen governors  w a s  r a n k e d  as  g re a t , those securing the 
highest ra n k in g  were a c t i v i s t  governors  with  a re form is t  orienta­
tion, a n d  in this sense, the results  were s i m i l a r  to those obtained 
by A r t h u r  S. Schles inger  a n d  others when P res iden ts  of the 
U n ited  S ta tes  were e v a lu a ted  by exper ts  on the Presidency.  
R esponden t  com m ents  on each governor  are  s u m m a r i z e d  and 
there is also a br ie f  t r ea tm en t  of  each governor  a n d  the historical  
p e r io d  d u r in g  which he held office.

Despite the fact th a t  the office of the American  Presidency 
was modeled som ewhat  along the lines of the office of governor 
in New York state, the Presidency has consistently over­
shadowed the state office th a t  helped give it birth.  It is certainly 
not su rp r is ing  tha t  the P res iden t  receives more attention than 
governors, given the power and scope of the office, its leadership 
role in foreign affairs, and the function of the office in symbol­
izing the coun try ’s history and greatness.  The office of governor 
in most states lacks the potential for political d r a m a  found in the 
Presidency and, in addition, is burdened with legal handicaps 
not experienced by the Presidency, such as independently 
elected executives at the state level (a check and balance system
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within one branch of government)  and state agencies with 
varying degrees of autonomy. In fact, the change is now so com­
plete tha t  many reformers  at  the state level now a t tem p t  to 
remodel the office of state governor along Presidential  lines.

Because the Presidency th roughout  American  history has 
held the attention of both the public and academics,  there  are 
periodic a t tem pts  to poll exper ts  and ask them to rank  A m er i ­
can Presidents in categories ran g in g  from “g r e a t ” to “fa i lure .” 
Broad s tandards  of evaluation are usually provided to help the 
experts m easure  achievement in the executive office, and the 
Presidents are  usually ranked  in o rder  from the one who is 
ranked as the g rea tes t  th rough  the one who is deemed to be the 
worst. The most famous polls of this n a tu re  were those done by 
Arthur M. Schlesinger,  Sr., in 1948 and 1962. Although any poll 
of this kind is bound to be subjective and relatively unscientific, 
it can provide some m easu rem en t  of historical ju d g m e n t  at  a 
particular moment in t ime and can be useful for comparison 
purposes in the future.  Nevertheless, polls tha t  rank  chief 
executives seem to be confined to Presidents,  and the purpose of 
this article is to use the Schlesinger approach to rank  state 
governors.

It is hoped th a t  a poll of this kind can be useful in a variety of 
ways. Even though most governors,  in comparison with Pres i­
dents, barely pene tra te  the historical consciousness, it still is 
helpful to find which governors in a pa r t icu la r  state like A rk a n ­
sas have cap tured  some historical attention and why. Since 
professional historical research in A rkansas  has not been 
extensive, a poll may identify areas, individuals, and historical 
periods where  fu r th e r  investigation is needed. It also can pro­
vide a reference point for the future,  since the consensus 
reached in 1980 on governors will undoubtedly be substantial ly
revised by 2020.

The Schlesinger model does present  certain problems, 
however, when it is applied to a state. Each one of the Presidents 
in the “g re a t” category seems to have in terpre ted  the powers of 
his office broadly and left the office greatly  s t rengthened  after 
his d e p a r tu re .1 This kind of achievement is difficult for a gover­
nor of a Southern state with a Reconstruction constitution even
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to approach, because the legal powers of the office are usually 
carefully circumscribed.  The ambigui ty  of the United States 
Constitution tha t  allows Presidents  to read their  powers 
liberally is not present  in the 1874 A rkansas  Constitution. In 
fact, the A rkansas  Constitution may so severly l imit the gover­
nor tha t  the likelihood of one of them having a significant 
im pact  on history and events is g rea t ly  reduced.2

All of the Presidents  in the “g re a t” category in the Schles- 
inger polls of 1948 and 1962 were “activist” Presidents.  The 
A rkansas  poll should give some in teres t ing  comparisons as to 
whether  this same ju d g m e n t  is made at  the state level, par t ic­
ularly  in view of W ate rga te  and a consequent cl imate of opinion 
more favorable toward  res t r ic t ing  the powers of the Presidency. 
Will a “W hig” type governor who emphasizes dignity, honor, 
and re s t ra in t  at  the expense of s ignificant political achieve­
ments  rank  h igher  in this post-Watergate  era, or will the 
emphasis  still be placed by the panelis ts upon the activist who 
achieves concrete political results? Are a t t i tudes  any different 
at  the state level in r e g a rd  to executive power today, or is it still 
an unsolved d i lem m a “between the people’s fear  of executive 
power and the i r  confidence in its necessity and capacity for 
good”?3

Before discussing the mechanics  of this A rkansas  poll, some 
historical background  on the office of governor in the state will 
help pu t  the office in perspective. U nder  the 1868, or Recon­
struction, Constitution in Arkansas ,  the governor was elected 
for a four year  te rm  with a sa lary  set by the legislature. The 
Republican Party ,  then new to the state, a t tem pted  during 
Reconstruction to establish a centra lized state government 
because “it did not have the local organizations to ca r ry  out its 
functions th roughout  the s ta te .”4 One method used to accom­
plish this centralization was to increase the appointing power of 
the governor, and his appoin t ing  powers under  the 1868 Consti­
tution were b rea th tak in g .5 The governor appointed the tax 
assessors, prosecuting attorneys, all judges  in the state with the 
exception of suprem e  court  judges,  and all precinct  and town­
ship officials. With the re tu rn  of Democratic  rule in 1873, the 
inevitable reaction occurred; under  the new constitution
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approved in 1874, the term of office was cut from four to two 
years, the salary was set in the constitution itself, and the 
powers of appointment were cut back sharply.

The office as delineated in the 1874 Constitution is rela­
tively unchanged today. The governor has a two year term, the 
salary is still set in the constitution, and any veto can be over­
ridden by a majority vote of the legislature. The governor shares 
executive power with six other elected executive officials and 
numerous independent boards and commissions. Two of these 
independent agencies, the Highway Commission and the Game 
and Fish Commission, not only are administratively independ­
ent by constitutional am endm ent6 but are fiscally autonomous 
as well, since their operating revenues are generated by special 
taxes (gasoline and hunting and fishing licenses) earmarked for
highway and wildlife purposes.

Even though constitutional and legal powers define only 
one dimension of a governor’s office, this dimension is important  
because the governor’s lack of strong legal and constitutional 
powers can inhibit great accomplishments in office and cause 
low historical ratings. As described by the Arkansas Constitu­
tional Revision Study Commission in 1968:

Presently Arkansas’ governors do not have constitutional 
powers commonly associated with the concept of “chief 
executive,” although many have had great influence as 
political leaders. . . . Short term of office, weak veto, 
meager salary, competing and independently elected 
executives at the State level, and a proliferation of 
agencies subject to little executive control have significant  
bearing on gubernatorial influence both in policy matters 
and in administrative management. These and other 
limitations hinder the ability of a governor to fulfill public 
expectations for responsible accomplishment of programs 
for which he has received a recent popular mandate.7

In choosing the respondents for the Arkansas Governors 
Poll, an attempt was made to include experts who had taught, 
published, or shown an unusual interest in Arkansas history 
and governm ent.  Although most of the individuals asked to
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participate were college teachers, the group included journal­
ists, political advisors, and others with expertise in this area 
even though not necessarily engaged in teaching or research.8 
Forty-one responses were received from a mailing of fifty-three 
—a return rate of 78 per cent. The Schlesinger model was used, 
in that evaluation was based on only what a governor did while 
in office, and evaluation standards were suggested for use by the 
respondents.9 The poll included only governors since 1900 in 
order to limit evaluation to sixteen governors rather than to a 
total of forty, which would be the case if 1819 (the year Arkansas 
became a territory) were selected. In addition to making a 
respondent’s task more manageable, beg inn in gthe  poll in 1900 
focuses attention on an historical period nationally, a time when 
executive leadership at the state level became increasingly 
active and the policy m aking role of the governor became more 
visible. Governors who served less than a year or who had been 
out of office for less than ten years were not considered. At the 
suggestion of the respondents, Governor John S. Little, who 
served only several months before his health failed, was also 
excluded from the poll.

Respondents were asked to rank governors of Arkansas 
since 1900 on a five point scale with five given for great, four for 
good, three for average, two for below average, and one for 
poor.10 The authors established the following categories and 
necessary ranking: great - 5.0 to 4.5, good - 4.4 to 3.5, average - 
3.4 to 2.5, below average - 2.4 to 1.5, poor - 1.4 and below. A 
governor’s rank in the poll was determined by dividing the total 
points which he received by the number of respondents who 
chose to evaluate him. Written comments on the governors were 
encouraged.

The poll results are shown in Table One. Each governor is 
listed by rank and category. Table One shows total points 
obtained as well as the number of individuals who evaluated 
each governor.
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Table O ne
Arkansas Govenors in the Twentieth Century

Number of 
Respondents Ranking Category

Total
Points

Charles H. Brough 31 4.16 Good 129
George W. Donaghey 29 4.10 Good 119
Winthrop Rockefeller 35 3.97 Good 139
Sid McMath 35 3.86 Good 135
Carl E. Bailey 31 3.74 Good 116
Thomas C. McRae 27 3.56 Good 96
Ben T. Laney 33 3.33 Average 110
John E. Martineau 24 3.21 Average 77
Jeff Davis 27 3.15 Average 85
Orval Faubus 34 3.12 Average 106
George W. Hays 24 2.88 Average 69
Francis Cherry 35 2.83 Average 99
Homer M. Adkins 30 2.80 Average 84
J.M. Futrell 29 2.76 Average 80
Harvey Parnell 29 2.59 Average 75
Tom J. Terral 24 2.04 Below

Average
49

53 Questionnaires Mailed  
35 Responses by Questionnaires  

6 Responses by Letter

Background and Analysis11
The seventy years  served by the A rkansas  governors in the 

poll roughly correspond to three  periods in American  history, 
the progressive e ra  (1900-1920); the period-between-the-wars 
(1920-1940), and the post-World W ar II period (1945-1970). 
Each period had its own distinctive characteris t ics  nationally, 
and some discussion of these periods may be helpful in 
identifying a par t icu la r  Arkansas  governor with tha t  period of 
American history du r in g  which he served and to see the impact
of national t rends  on a state administrat ion.

The progressive e ra  was held together by a fairly sophisti­
cated reform movement which showed three major tendencies. 
Politically, the reformers  wanted to eliminate  graft ,  corruption 
and “boss ru le” while m aking  the political process more open
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and responsive to the general  public. Economically, progres­
sives sought to break  up corporate monopoly where necessary, 
regula te  business activities wherever  possible, and foster 
competition when there  was an opportunity  to do so. Socially, 
leaders of the period worked for improving conditions of the 
poor, including bet ter  education, health care and housing; 
e l im ina t ing  child labor and secur ing  voting r ights  for women. It 
was a t ime when public opinion generally  supported  the concept 
of a s t rong president  and vigorous executive leadership. Gover­
nors Jeff  Davis, George Donaghey, George Hays, and Charles 
Brough all served d u r in g  the progressive era.

The second historical era, the period-between-the-wars,  can 
be almost equally divided into two sections of ten years each. 
The 1920’s witnessed the f lowering of Am erican  business as 
increasing world t rade,  an expand ing  domestic m arke t  and 
lack of governm enta l  in terference combined to produce a 
decade of prosperity.  Gone was the progressive spir i t  of reform 
and regulation.  Instead, a mood of laissez-faire prevailed, 
perhaps  best i l lustra ted  by P res iden t  Calvin Coolidge’s state­
m ent  th a t  “the business of governm ent  is business.”

The 1930’s b roug h t  a reversal  in both political and economic 
trends.  F ro m  an economic standpoint ,  the decade was a time of 
depression charac te r ized  by high unemployment,  sluggish 
capital  expansion and genera l  pessimism. Politically, however, 
it was one of the most active decades in United States history. 
P res iden t  F rank l in  D. Roosevelt, with personality and pro­
g ram s,  led the Congress in im plem en t ing  a broad-based plan to 
ease if not b reak  the economic stagnation. Thomas McRae, Tom 
Terra l ,  John Martineau,  Harvey Parnell ,  J. M. Futrell ,  Carl 
Bailey, and Homer Adkins held office in A rkansas  d u r in g  the 
period-between-the-wars.

The post World W ar  II e ra  has been character ized by 
A m er ica ’s g rowing  involvement in world affairs. The Cold War 
caused the nat ion’s political leaders to seek alliances around the 
world and stockpile nuclear  weapons. Defense spending  became 
an integral,  essential p a r t  of the budget.  Domestically, Ameri­
cans came to be increasingly concerned with civil r ights in 
general  and minority r ights  in par t icu lar .  The domestic econ-
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omy, spurred by international trade, an expanding home 
market, and a rapidly increasing population, provided busi­
nessmen with a new wave of prosperity. Ben Laney, Sid 
McMath, Frances Cherry, Orval Faubus, and Winthrop 
Rockefeller were the Arkansas governors during this time.

Of the top five governors in the poll (Brough, Donaghey, 
Rockefeller, McMath, McRae), two served during the progres­
sive era when the national mood was reformist in tone, two 
served in the post-World War II period when the national 
emphasis was on improved race relations and industrial 
growth, and one served during the decade of the Great Depres­
sion (the period-between-the-wars) when concern for the 
problems of rural Am erica and the poor was particularly  
evident. Although diverse in occupation (two businessmen, two 
lawyers, and one college professor), they shared several charac­
teristics. All were strong personalities, had well conceived 
programs before taking office, and worked tirelessly to gain 
legislative approval for their ideas. That each was also sensitive  
to the national mood is perhaps indicative of his place in the poll.

Charles Hillman Brough (1917-1921) ranked first in the 
poll. Born in Mississippi, Brough came to Arkansas as a pro­
fessor of economics at the University of Arkansas. His most 
immediate problem as governor was an acute economic crisis 
brought on by a severe shortage of state income. After gaining  
legislative approval for securing a short term loan to meet 
emergency needs, he then moved on a broad front to create a 
budget system for state government, revise the schedule for 
property assessments and establish a standardized accounting  
system for county government. On other matters, Brough called 
for a convention to draft a new state constitution and took the 
lead in movements to improve public education, eliminate adult 
illiteracy, adopt prohibition, and increase the availability of 
health services. Partially as a result of his actions, the legisla­
ture created the Arkansas Illiteracy Commission and the Text­
book Commission, passed the “Bone Dry Law” for prohibiting  
the sale of alcoholic beverages, and established the State 
General Hospital to provide free health care for qualified 
patients.
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B rough’s te rm  coincided with Woodrow Wilson’s second 
te rm  as president.  Both were college professors and served 
d u r in g  the progressive e ra  when voters supported s trong and 
vigorous executive leadership. Wilson finished among the top 
five presidents  in the 1962 Schlesinger poll.

George W. Donaghey (1907-1911) finished second in the 
rankings.  A bui ld ing contractor  from Conway, Donaghey was 
elected initially because of his promise to complete the new state 
capitol building. He once rem ark ed  tha t  he would r a th e r  build 
the capitol than  be governor.  His f irs t  te rm  was almost totally 
devoted to the construction issue. In his second te rm  he devoted 
a major  portion of his attention to education, par t icu lar ly  in 
ru ra l  areas. With his leadership  the legis lature  char te red  four 
ag r icu l tu ra l  schools, widely separa ted  geographically,  in the 
effort  to encourage more young people to a t tend  school. The 
General Assembly also created  a d e p a r tm e n t  of public health, 
established a tuberculosis san i ta r ium ,  and approved a consti­
tutional a m en d m en t  au thor iz ing  initiative and referendum 
petitions.

Donaghey’s adm in is t ra t ion  ran  concurrent ly  with William 
Howard  T a f t ’s tenu re  as president.  The governor’s business 
background  was apparen t ly  more in line with voter sentiment 
than  T a f t ’s cautious approach  tow ard  problem solving. Taft, 
t ra ined  as a lawyer,  took a legalistic approach  toward  executive 
leadership  and finished far  down in the presidential  poll in the 
average category.

W inthrop Rockefeller (1967-1971), a t ransp lan ted  New 
York businessman, finished th ird .  He f irs t  got into politics by 
serv ing  as d irec tor  of the Industr ia l  Development Commission 
under  Orval Faubus .  After  b reak ing  with F aub us  on the race 
issue, Rockefeller m ade an all out effort  to rebuild the Republi­
can pa r ty  in the state. His activities were rew arded  in 1966 
when he became the first  Republican governor of the state since 
Reconstruction. Once in office Rockefeller focused his attention 
on reform. He closed casino gam bl ing  in Hot Springs,  made 
major  changes in the prison system, and sponsored a bill in the 
legislature  providing for t igh te r  regulation of the sale of 
securit ies in the state. He also a t tem pted  to reorganize and
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consolidate state agencies, but was thwarted by the General 
Assembly.

Rockefeller’s terms as governor came during the presi­
dential administrations of Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard M. 
Nixon. Neither of these presidents was included in the Schles- 
inger poll.

Sid McMath (1949-1953), an attorney from Hot Springs, 
was fourth in the poll. He first claimed statewide attention 
while prosecuting attorney of Garland County. In that position 
he earned the reputation as being a reformer, opposed to 
machine politics and an advocate for equal protection under the 
law. As governor he continued his reform efforts by sponsoring  
anti-lynching legislation, repeal of the poll tax, and a new  
system of voter registration and a new election code. He also 
made a major com m itm ent to expand the highway system. 
Unfortunately for his program, all of McMath’s proposals 
except the highway proposal were defeated by the legislature. 
McMath was defeated while seeking a third term as governor.

McMath served as governor while Harry S. Truman was  
president. They held similar views on race relations and polit­
ical reform. For a time McMath was rumored to be under con­
sideration for a position in the Truman cabinet. Truman was 
ranked in the near great category by the Schlesinger poll.

Carl E. Bailey (1937-1941) ranked fifth in the poll. 
Although born in Missouri, he lived at several locations in 
Arkansas before opening a law office in Little Rock. As gover­
nor he inherited the highway debt problem which had plagued 
Arkansans for a decade. Like his predecessors he also adopted a 
plan for refinancing the debt. On other matters he sought to 
increase state services, gain legislative support for a two per­
cent sales tax, increase support for the public schools and old 
age assistance, while reducing the state tax on property. The 
legislature also approved the first workman s compensation law
during his tenure in office.

Bailey was governor during Franklin D. Roosevelt’s third
term as president. In the later 1930’s Roosevelt’s administration 
increasingly turned to reform in social welfare, labor and agri­
culture. R oosevelt  finished in the top five in the Schlesinger poll
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and this put him in the great category.
Thomas C. McRae (1921-1925), an attorney from Prescott, 

placed sixth in the governor’s poll. A fiscal conservative, he 
repeatedly advocated a philosophy of “make no appropriation 
until funds are in sight to meet it.” During his four years in 
office he called the legislature into special session on three 
different occasions. But despite this political activity McRae 
succeeded in getting only two major programs adopted. One 
provided for increased funding for public schools through a 
special tax on cigars and cigarettes; the other established the 
basis, without funding, for a state highway system.

McRae was governor during the administration of Warren 
G. Harding and Calvin Coolidge. Both presidents were also 
fiscal conservatives and the national mood shifted decidedly in 
favor of business and away from reform. In the Schlesinger poll, 
Harding rated as a failure and Coolidge was listed in the below 
average category.

Ben T. Laney (1945-1949), a businessman from Camden, 
was rated as the seventh best governor by the respondents. His 
administration was perhaps best remembered for the Revenue 
Stabilization Act which Laney sponsored. The effect of this 
proposal was to create a single fund to operate state government 
and most of the state agencies. Laney also pushed for major 
consolidation and reorganization of the various state boards and 
commissions. A Public Service Commission and a Resources 
and Development Commission resulted from this action. 
Initiated Act I, which provided for major consolidation in the 
public school system, also became law during his administration.

Laney served as governor during the transition between 
Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman. He strongly disagreed 
with Truman on the race issue and led in the formation of a third 
party, the Dixiecrats, to oppose Truman for the presidency in 
1948.

John E. Martineau (1927-1928) finished eighth in the poll. 
An attorney and public school teacher from Lonoke, he was 
elected after cam paigning on a slogan of “good roads and good 
schools.” He succeeded in at least part of his program when he 
persuaded the legislature to approve the “Martineau Road
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Law,” which created a comprehensive road system with a con­
tinuous source of funding. The rem ainder  of M ar t ineau ’s pro­
gram was cut short  when Pres ident  Coolidge appointed him 
federal judge for the eastern d is tr ic t  of Arkansas.

Jeff  Davis (1901-1907), an at torney from Russellville, 
finished ninth in the poll. He was the first  A rkansas  governor to 
be elected for a th i rd  term. Although in office d u r in g  the pro­
gressive e ra  in Am erican  history, Davis dem onstra ted  no con­
sistent pa t te rn  of reform behavior.  An executive with an activist  
philosophy, he once vetoed some three  hundred  bills as a d irect  
challenge to legislative authori ty.  On the other hand, he spon­
sored no major p ro g ram  of his own. An outspoken critic of the 
convict lease system, Davis pardoned num erous  prisoners.  But 
at the same t ime he strongly opposed efforts by the Prison Board 
to acquire the Cum m ins  Plantation,  a move th a t  would provide 
more space and improve conditions for inmates.  Although an 
opponent of excessive waste and expendi tu res  in state govern­
ment, he nevertheless cam paigned  vigorously agains t  efforts to 
build a new capitol b u i ld ing—even when it was ap p a re n t  tha t  
the original capitol had become overcrowded and inadequate  
for t ransac t ing  the s ta te ’s business.

Other progressive m easures  enacted by the General Assem­
bly dur ing  Davis’ adm in is tra t ion  included a reform school for 
youthful offenders, a child labor law and recognizing Labor 
Day, the firs t  Monday in September ,  as a holiday. In each 
instance, however, Davis’ role was minimal.

Theodore Roosevelt was pres ident  at  the t ime Davis was 
governor. The two men were sometimes compared because of 
their similar,  f lamboyant  styles in campaigning .  However, 
their  similari t ies  ended there.  Roosevelt was a much more 
effective adm in is t ra to r  than Davis. In the Schlesinger poll, 
Roosevelt ra ted  in the near  g rea t  category and finished seventh
in a field of thirty-one.

Orval E. F aubus  (1955-1967) finished tenth in the poll. A 
newspaper publisher from Madison County, he was elected six 
times and served more years as governor than any other chief 
executive in Arkansas.  His adminis tra t ion may well be divided 
into two periods: before and after  the Little Rock Central  High
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school crisis. In his early years as governor, Faubus provided 
major assistance to public schools, welfare assistance and roads 
for rural areas. He also integrated the state Democratic party 
by appointing six blacks to the central committee. He worked 
closely with the Industrial Development Commission in an 
attempt to attract industry to the state. After the Little Rock 
Central High school crisis however, Faubus turned increas­
ingly to racial issues and many of his earlier programs were 
deemphasized. He voluntarily retired from the governor’s office 
after serving twelve years in that post.

Faubus’ tenure as governor coincided with the presidential 
administrations of D w ight D. Eisenhower, John F. Kennedy 
and Lyndon B. Johnson. Eisenhower was the only one of three 
rated by the Schlesinger poll and he finished in the average 
category.

George W. Hays (1913-1917), a Camden attorney, placed 
eleventh in the poll. Initially elected to fill the unexpired term of 
Joe T. Robinson, Hays was then reelected for a full term in 1915. 
As governor he faced a grow ing deficit in the state treasury. In 
an effort to increase revenue, he tried, unsuccessfully, to get 
county officials to raise property assessments and thereby 
eliminate the need for a general tax increase. Funding for state 
government continued to be a problem throughout his admini­
stration. Hays was governor during Woodrow Wilson’s first 
term as president.

Francis Cherry (1953-1955), was ranked twelfth in the poll 
by the respondents. Born in Texas and educated in Oklahoma, 
he performed a variety of jobs before opening a law practice in 
Little Rock. As governor he sponsored legislation to create a 
new fiscal code for the state that required “strict accountability” 
for expenditures. He also supported efforts by Arkansas Power 
and Light Company to gain a rate increase from the Public 
Service Commission and he endorsed a bill requiring that 
names of welfare recipients be made public. The latter two 
issues proved to be particularly unpopular and Cherry was 
denied reelection to a second term by state voters. He was only 
the second governor in the twentieth century to fail in such a bid. 
He served as governor during the transition between Dwight
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Eisenhower’s first and second administrat ion.
Homer M. Adkins (1941-1945), a pharm ac is t  from Jackson­

ville, served two te rm s  as governor du r ing  World W ar  II and 
placed th ir teen th  in the poll. Although leading the state in the 
war effort, he offered little by way of legislative p rogram s,  and 
local politics was almost totally overshadowed by world events. 
Federal funds and employment  opportunit ies  in w ar  industr ies  
greatly improved the s ta te ’s economy. Even so, A rkansas  
received less federal fund ing  (more than  twenty-five percent  
less than Mississippi, the next lowest) than  any other  s tate  in the 
South. Adkins served as governor d u r in g  F ran k l in  Roosevelt’s 
fourth and last te rm  as president.

J. M. Futre l l  (1933-1937) ra ted  fourteenth  in the poll. A 
public school teacher and lawyer from Greene County, F u tre l l  
was governor d u r ing  the depths  of the Depression. He c a m ­
paigned on a platform of reduc ing  state  expend i tu res  by fifty 
percent. Once in office he set out to reach th a t  objective by 
ordering all s tate agencies to “live within the ir  income.” He also 
sought to have the h ighway indebtedness refunded and insisted 
that the state prison become economically self-sufficient. 
Futrel l’s austerity,  coupled with a massive infusion of federal 
money, allowed officials to get the s ta te ’s economy under  
control. The price paid in te rm s  of lost services, however, 
worked a ha rdsh ip  on m any A rk a n sa n s—part icu lar ly  small 
farmers.

Futrel l  served as governor d u r in g  F rank l in  D. Roosevelt’s 
first te rm  as president.  The two men could not have been more 
dissimilar in e i ther  personality or executive leadership.

Harvey Parnell  (1928-1933) finished fifteenth in the poll. A 
farmer from Dermott ,  he was the first  L ieutenant  Governor 
under the 1874 constitution. He assumed office d u r in g  one of the 
most difficult periods in the s ta te ’s history. The Mart ineau Road 
Law had obligated the state to an indebtedness of more than one 
hundred million dollars, payable in yearly installments.  Unfor - 
tunately between 1927 and 1930 Arkansas  suffered a cycle of 
devastating floods and droughts  tha t  all but destroyed the 
s ta te’s agricul ture .  That,  coupled with the business depression 
that  followed the stock m ark e t  crash, severely ham pered  the
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economy. In an effort to meet these needs Parnell ordered a 
twenty percent reduction in state expenditures and twice called 
the legislature into special session to consider reduction in 
cotton acreage and highway refunding. The legislators were 
cooperative but all efforts did little to check the state’s growing  
indebtedness. Parnell did not seek reelection for a second term.

Herbert Hoover was president during Parnell’s tenure as 
governor. The two men showed much of the same philosophy 
about governmental responsibilities and programs in proposing 
solutions to the problems of the Depression. Hoover finished in 
the average category in the presidential poll.

Tom J. Terral (1925-1927) finished last in the poll. Born in 
Louisiana, he spent most of his adult life in Little Rock where he 
worked as an attorney. As governor he sponsored no programs 
of consequence and achieved only mild success in gaining addi­
tional funding for the public schools. He was the first governor 
in the twentieth century to seek reelection to a second term and 
be defeated. Terral was governor during the presidential 
administration of Calvin Coolidge.

On the basis of the number of respondents, Rockefeller, 
McMath, and Cherry were the best known of the governors. 
Each was evaluated by 35 of the 41 people who completed the 
survey. Terral, evaluated by 24 respondents, was the least 
known. Rockefeller received the highest number of points, 139, 
based on the rating scale, and Terral with 49, received the least 
number of points.

Comments of Respondents
The comment section deals only with the observations by 

the respondents who cared to put their thoughts about various 
governors in writing. Since this was usually less than half of 
those who evaluated a particular governor, these comments 
should not necessarily be read as typical of the entire group who 
made the evaluation. An attempt has been made to briefly 
summarize these comments and to quote verbatim in certain 
situations.

According to the respondents in the Arkansas governors’ 
poll, the two best governors in Arkansas since 1900 were
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Charles H. Brough with a 4.16 and George W. Donaghey with a
4.10. Both governors ranked well above the midpoint (4.00) in 
the “good” category.

Charles H. Brough, in the opinion of the respondents, was a 
progressive in the Woodrow Wilson tradition of the scholar- 
politician who worked for such causes as a new constitution, 
women s suffrage, penal reform, and administrative reorgani­
zation. Most respondents saw him as a highly intelligent and 
articulate person who possessed great speaking skills. The only 
blot on the record was his handling of the Elaine race riot. One of 
those offering comments about Brough seemed to catch the 
consensus of those who did comment when he said: “Aside from 
the 1919 tragedy in Elaine, Brough appears to have been a 
highly positive governor who was much more active than other 
Arkansas governors during the first half of the twentieth  
century.”

Comments about Donaghey were not as extensive as those 
about Brough. Donaghey was given credit for ending the con­
vict leasing or convict labor system and for completing con­
struction of the state capitol and rescuing that project “from the 
mess in which Jeff Davis had left it.” Donaghey was perceived as 
an able administrator and a thoroughly honest man. In fact, 
even though ten people made written observations about 
Donaghey, it is remarkable that virtually all of these were in a 
positive vein.

Winthrop Rockefeller got a 3.97 ranking in the poll but this 
verdict was more mixed than in the cases of Brough and 
Donaghey. He was praised for a more positive national image, 
more professional appointments, better race relations, and a 
climate of reform that valued openness and new ideas. This was 
offset by what many of the respondents saw as his political 
ineptness and limited administrative ability. The handicap of 
being a Republican in Arkansas and the problem that this 
caused in working with the legislature was also mentioned. 
Nevertheless, the overall evaluation was much more positive 
than negative. As one of the respondents put it; “Unquestion­
ably, Arkansas is better off today as a result of Win Rockefeller
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having been governor at the particular time during which he 
served.”

Sid McMath finished forth in the poll with a ranking of 
3.86. McMath was commended for his handling of race rela­
tions, the positive national image that he projected, and the 
reform legislation that he supported. The consensus of those 
who made comments about McMath, however, was that 
his promise was unfulfilled because of the highway scandal and 
that this episode prevented a “great” ranking.

Carl E. Bailey received a ranking of 3.74 which kept him 
well within the range (4.4 to 3.5) of the “good” category. The 
respondents who saw Bailey in a favorable light mentioned as 
evidence of this ranking his ability as an administrator and his 
support for a civil service law and free textbooks through the 
eighth grade. He was also viewed as a governor who understood 
the needs of a depression era and how to meet those needs. The 
only negative factor stressed about Bailey was the consuming  
ambition that led him into mistakes of judgm ent such as his 
unsuccessful attempt to become a U.S. senator in 1937 after Joe 
T. Robinson’s death. Bailey had the Democratic State Com­
mittee select him as their nominee rather than calling a special 
primary to pick the nominee. This tactic was resented and 
Bailey was defeated in a special election to fill Robinson’s seat by 
John E. Miller, who ran as an independent candidate.

Thomas C. McRae was the last governor in the “good” cate­
gory, and the respondents chose to make only a few observations 
about him. They were mostly to the effect that McRae was midly 
progressive for the twenties, that he favored more money for 
education, and began a modern road building program. He 
seems almost, however, to be damned with faint praise.

The next category was the one designated as “average,” 
and, as might be expected, it contains most of the governors 
since 1900. Nine governors fall in the 3.4 to 2.5 range. In this 
“average” category and ranked right next to each other are 
found Jeff Davis and Orval Faubus, the two most divisive and 
charismatic personalities in the seventy years covered by the 
poll.

Ben T. Laney was the governor with the highest ranking
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(3.33) in the “average” category. The respondents took a gener­
ally favorable attitude toward Laney pointing out that during  
his campaign he promised to bring a business like adm inistra­
tion to state government and that he did what he said he would 
do. He was praised for his sound fiscal m anagem ent and for the 
passage of the revenue stabilization act (an act which guaran­
tees that the state cannot spend more money than it takes in). 
Most criticism of Laney focused around his attitude on race, but 
this seemed to be outweighed by his administrative and fiscal 
accomplishments. One respondent phrased it this way: “His 
fiscal management was superb and the revenue stabilization act 
was an inspired piece of legislation. This offsets his negative  
position on race.”

John E. Martineau also ranked high (3.21) in the “average” 
category. Evaluation of his administration was particularly  
difficult since he resigned during this first term to accept a 
Federal judgeship. Only seven respondents wrote anything  
about Martineau, and their comments were almost split equally  
between those who said that the Martineau road program was a 
blessing and those who said it was disaster. The road legislation  
sponsored by Martineau unified the highway system in the state 
and provided that the state would assume the debts of the local 
highway improvement districts and would finance new con­
struction through the sale of bonds. The program was caught by 
the flood of 1927 and the depression two years later, and hence 
the split verdict. The Martineau road program was almost the 
only thing mentioned in the evaluations.

Jeff Davis falls in the middle range of the “average” cate­
gory. The consensus of those who commented was that he was  
more talk than action, and though perhaps possessing progres­
sive instincts, his measurable accomplishments were few. His 
deeds failed to match his rhetoric and “like some of Arkansas’ 
more contemporary politicians, Davis seemed to enjoy ‘gett ing’ 
elected more than experiencing the powers of office.”

Ranking just below Jeff Davis was Orval Faubus at 3.12. 
Over half the respondents expressed their opinions about Orval 
Faubus, and they range over the spectrum from those who felt 
that he should be ranked “as a good to great governor primarily
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based upon his strength in administrative leadership and 
accomplishments” to some who felt that his administration was 
“the low point in all American history.” Most evaluations how­
ever, clustered around a middle position that acknowledged  
Faubus’ achievements (broadening the tax base, economic 
development, mental health efforts, state building program, 
and expansion of state services) but felt that they were over­
shadowed and outweighed by the 1957 Central High School 
crisis. This middle position is summarized in the following 
quote:

[He is] the hardest governor to evaluate due to the mixed results 
of his tenure. The first four years would be classified as “good.” 
The remaining eight years are mixed. The most overwhelming  
impact of his administration was the tremendous adverse 
publicity resulting from the 1957 [Central High] school crisis. 
During 1958-59, Arkansas experienced acrisis  which adversely 
effected the development of the state for a decade or more. More 
than anyone else, Faubus bears the responsibility for the situa­
tion which developed. Despite many positive accomplishments, 
the overall impact of Orval Faubus’ 12 years in office can only be 
considered negative.

George W. Hays was ranked at the mid point (2.88) in 
the “average” category. Only five respondents chose to make 
remarks about Hays so it is difficult to get any insights into the 
reason for his ranking. Two respondents considered him mildly 
progressive because of his attempts at property tax reform 
while two others thought him undistinguished although very 
popular with the public. The fifth respondent was non-commital 
about Hays.

Francis Cherry was ranked below the mid point in the 
“average” category and there was a surprising unanimity  
among the respondents that Cherry was sincere and honest but 
also insensitive, tactless, and poorly equipped for political life. 
He lacked executive ability and political skills and “did such a 
poor job that he was defeated for a second term .”

Homer Adkins, in the judgm ent of those who made written 
comments, was strictly a machine politician with little foresight

54



and few ideals. He received a ranking of 2.80 which puts him  
well below average in the “average’’ category.

J. M. Futrell was praised for keeping the state from bank­
ruptcy but criticized for his insensitivity to the needs of the 
people in a time of economic crisis. The consensus seemed to be 
that he “did good work in keeping the state from bankruptcy, 
but possessed the wrong economic outlook for depression t im es.”

Harvey Parnell was the governor who is ranked last in the 
“average” category. Although a few of the respondents were  
sympathetic toward Parnell’s attempts at leadership during the 
depression, most felt that he was simply the wrong person to 
cope with the staggering problems of the depression. The h igh­
way scandal during his administration was also mentioned.

Tom J. Terral was the only governor placed in the “below  
average” category. He drew little com m ent from the respond­
ents except where it was emphasized that he was not elected to a 
second term.

Conclusion
Prior to preparing the questionnaire, the authors reviewed  

several potential problems. One concern was the extent to which  
respondents would be familiar with the governors. Unlike the 
Schlesinger Presidential Poll, which had the advantage of 
having well publicized subjects and a broad national sample, 
Arkansas governors have not, traditionally, received a great  
deal of attention. Also, the governor’s survey involved fewer  
subjects, sixteen, and there was a smaller reservoir of individ­
uals to poll than in the Schlesinger Presidential Poll. As antici­
pated, respondents were generally less familiar with those 
individuals serving prior to World War II. If respondents’ 
comments were any guide, however, governors during the pro­
gressive era were reasonably well known. Clearly respondents 
were less familiar with chief executives of the 1920’s and 1930’s.

Another concern was the extent to which the post-Vietnam, 
post-Watergate distrust of executive power would influence the 
ratings. Specifically, the question was raised as to whether or 
not a governor might be penalized for an activist administra­
tion. This concern proved unfounded, as reflected in the fact

55



that the top four governors were all activists in terms of legisla­
tive program and political action. The least active governor also 
received the lowest ratings.

There was also a curiosity as to whether any governor would 
be ranked in the “great” category. In preparing the guidelines 
the authors determined that to be considered “great” a governor 
must receive a “great” ranking from at least fifty percent of the 
respondents. While that formula appears to be a most lenient 
one, in reality none of the governors achieved a ranking of great. 
Perhaps the primary reason behind this lack of distinction is 
reflected in a comment on one of the questionnaires. As the 
respondent noted, the “conservative nature of the legislature  
and the frequency of gubernatorial elections made it difficult 
for any Arkansas governor to be rated great.” It is also possible 
that the office, created during Reconstruction when distrust of 
executive power was prevalent, simply lacks the constitutional 
authority and broad legal powers that can enhance the place in 
history of a talented governor.

Finally, as many respondents noted, there is a great need 
for more research on Arkansas governors—both on the office 
and the individual governors. The governor’s role in federal- 
state relations, regional planning, and economic development, 
to name just a few areas, has been largely unexplored by the 
state’s academic community. A systematic evaluation of indi­
vidual issues such as education, the prison system, the highway  
program, and race relations, among others, has also been 
neglected by researchers in terms of executive leadership. 
Perhaps this poll will have the effect of focusing more attention 
on the governor’s office in the future. At least it offers an oppor­
tunity to establish a bench mark for evaluating the state’s chief 
executives eight decades into the twentieth century.
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8. The persons who were asked to par t ic ipa te ,  the i r  occupat ions, and  affil ia tions a re  given below. 

(For occupations. H = Historian. J  = Jou rna l i s t .  PS = Political Scientist .  L = Lawyer.  C = Citizen.)

Notes

Kenneth Walker  
Michael Dougan 
J. E. Griner  
Robert H argraves

Ray Muncy 
Boyce D rum mond 
George Thompson 
Robert Meriwether  
Richard Yates 
Daniel Grant  
Bob Riley 
Robert Johnston 
William C. Nolan 
Robert Waltz 
Walter Brown 
Diane Kincaid Blair  
Don Holley 
Henry Wilkins 
Waddy Moore 
Foy Lisenby 
Simms McClintock 
John Ferguson 
Marcus Halbrook 
Henry Woods 
Walter Nunn

Kay (Joss

Willard Gatewood 
Tom Dil lard 
Norman Hodges 
Robert Leflar

Leland Duvall  
M arga re t  Ross 
Robert McCord 
H arry  A shm ore  
J im  Lester

John Ward  
Mary Hudgins  
Bob Lancas ter  
E rn e s t  D um as  
Brooks Hays 
Boyd Johnson

H
H
H

PS

H
H
H

PS
PS
PS
PS
PS
PS

H
H

PS
H

PS
H
H

PS
H
C
L

PS

PS

H
H

PS
L

J
J
J
J

H

J
C
J
J
C
H

A rk a n sa s  Tech Univers i ty  
A rk a n sa s  S ta te  Univers i ty  
A rk a n sa s  S ta te  Univers i ty  
( i a r l a n d  County Com muni  tv College 
(par t - t ime)
H a r d in g  Univers i ty  
Henderson  S ta te  Univers i ty  
H endr ix  College 
H en d r ix  College 
H endr ix  College 
O uach i ta  Bapt is t  Univers i ty  
O uach i ta  Bapt is t  Univers i ty  
Univers i ty  of A rk a n sa s  at Litt le Rock 
Sou the rn  A rk a n sa s  Univers i ty  
Southern  A rk an sas  Univers i ty  
Univers i ty  of A rkansas ,  Fayet tevi l le  
Univers i ty  of Arkansas ,  Fayettevi l le  
Univers i ty  of A rk an sas  at Monticello 
Univers i ty  of A rk an sa s  a t  Pine Bluff 
Univers i ty  of C en tra l  A rk an sas  
Univers i ty  of Centra l  A rk an sas  
Univers i ty  of Centra l  A rk an sas  
A rk an sa s  History Commission 
Director  of A rk an sas  Legis la tive Council 
U.S. Dis tr ic t  J u d g e  
A rk a n sa s  Inst i tu te  of Polit ics 
& G overnm ent
Consti tutional Convention Research 
Director
Univers i ty  of Arkansas ,  Fayettevi l le
S ta te  P a rk s  & Tourism
Southwest  Missouri S ta te  Universi ty
Universi ty  of A rkansas ,  Fayettevi lle.
Law School
Arkansas Gazette
Arkansas Gazette
Arkansas Democrat
Center  for Democrat ic  Studies.  Cali fornia
University  of A rkansas  at Litt le Rock
(par t  t ime)
Log Cabin Democrat - Conway 
Citizen - Hot S pr ings  
Arkansas Democrat  
Arkansas Gazette
Citizen - Chevy Chase. Maryland 
Ret ired - Henderson State
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Dan D urn ing

Dale Enoch 
Sam H ar r i s  
Bill Smith  
Paul ine  Hoeltzel 
Hal Douglas 
Page Mu hoi lan 
H ar r i  Baker  
George Douthit  
Elsie J a n e  Roy 
Cal Ledbette r .  J r .  
C. F red  Williams

PS

C
J
C
C
J
H
H
J
L

PS
H

Univers i ty  of A rk an sas  a t Little Rock 
(part - t ime)
Citizen - Lit t le Rock 
Arkansas Gazette 
Citizen - Little Rock 
Citizen - Little Rock
Northwest Arkansas Times - Fayetteville
Arizona State.  Tempo
Universi ty  of A rkansas  at Little Rock
Arkansas Democrat
U.S. Distr ic t  J u d g e
Universi ty  of A rkansas  at Litt le Rock
Universi ty  of A rkansas  at Little Rock

9. Respondents  were  given these sugges ted  guidel ines  for use in eva lu a t in g  A rk an sas  governors: 
(1) Did he have a sense of history? (2) W hat  did he achieve as governor?  (3) W hat  kind of people did he 
appoin t  to office? (4) W hat  kind of leadersh ip  did he provide? (5) Was any s ignif icant  corruption 
associated with his ad m in is t ra t ion?  (ti) Did he abuse  the power of his office? (7) How did his p rogram 
fare  with the Legis la ture?  (8) W hat  was his im pac t  on the s ta te  and the office of governor?  (9) Did he 
use the power  of his office to advance  the public welfare? (10) W hat  kind of national image did he 
project for the s ta te?  (11) W hat  kind of a d m in is t r a t iv e  abi li ty  did he have? (12) How sensitive was he 
to h u m a n  needs? (13) O ther  - please specify.
10. A copy of the ins t ruc t ions  and  ques t ionna ire  will be furn ished  upon reques t  to e i ther  au thor  at 
this  address :  Univers i ty  of A rk a n sa s  a t  Litt le Rock. 33rd and Universi ty .  Little Rock, Arkansas  
72204.
11. The following works  on A rk an sa s  history served  as p r inc ipa l  sources  for the Background and 
Analysis  section of this paper :  Dallas  T. Herndon ,  Centennial History of Arkansas (Little Rock. 
1922); John L. F e rguson  and J a m e s  H. Atkinson, Historic Arkansas (Lit tle Rock. 19HH): 0.  E. 
M cK nigh t  and Boyd Johnson,  The Arkansas Story (Oklahom a City, 1955): W alte r  S. McNutt.  A 
History of Arkansas (Li tt le  Rock. 1933): David Yancy Thomas,  Arkansas and Its People: A 
History, 1541-1930 (New York. 1930): Jan ice  W egener  (ed.) Historical Report of the Secretary of 
State, (Litt le  Rock. 1978).
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