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Through the Years with Bernie Sanders

By Greg Guma
Global Research, March 22, 2019

Region: USA
Theme: History

We first met in late 1971 at a Meet the Candidates event in the home of a friend in North
Bennington. Bernie was in his first race and already aiming for the top — the US Senate. I
was a local Dept. of Labor counselor and job developer for unemployed teenagers and
adults. And yet, before long we were having an argument. I wanted to know more about his
background  and  Vermont  issues.  He  thought  it  was  all  about  “the  movement”  and
capitalism, and ended up declaring he didn’t want my vote.

As I  recalled  it  years  later  in  The People’s  Republic,  after  listening to  his  analysis  of
monopoly power and national corruption, I  asked Bernie about his personal history and
views:

“Obviously,  you  haven’t  been  listening  to  me,”  he  replied.  “Do  you  know  what  the
movement is? Have you read the books. Are you against the war in Vietnam?”

“Yes,” I said, “but you’re a person, not a movement.”

“You don’t understand. It’s the Movement that’s important. Are you for it? If you’re not, I
don’t want your vote.”

Explaining that I needed to know more about Liberty Union, his political party, and the
candidates themselves proved useless. Sanders became increasingly frustrated with my
equivocal attitude.

“I don’t need your help,” he said finally. “We don’t have to prove anything to you.”

“You have to prove you’re a basically good person if you want my vote,” I explained.

Sanders shot back, “I don’t want your vote.”

Despite that inauspicious start, I have voted for Bernie Sanders more than a dozen times in
the 47 years since then, in races ranging from Mayor of Burlington to Congress and US
Senate. And he has certainly become more willing to talk about himself. For a while, before
he became Burlington mayor, he rented an apartment across the street. Only once have I
actively opposed his candidacy, although we have definitely disagreed, sometimes publicly,
about priorities and tactics.

In the 1970s, while I worked as a journalist, as well as for state and local government youth
and anti-poverty programs, he ran for governor and US senator,  supported unions and
activist  campaigns,  and  worked and struggled  on  as  a  film producer  and  freelance  writer.
We sometimes wrote for the same publications, and I once invited him to opine about mass
media for a weekly newspaper I edited.
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Among other things, he said that the owners of the TV industry wanted to “brainwash
people into submission and helplessness” and create “a nation of morons.”

In late 1980 we agreed to work together in Burlington’s upcoming elections. I  was still
editing the Vanguard Press, an alternative weekly, while chairing the local branch of the new
Citizens Party;  he was a veteran of  four  statewide races and had recently  formed an
independent coalition in Burlington.

We  both  wanted  to  run  for  mayor,  at  first.  But  he  was  battle-tested  and  a  more  natural
politician, while I had a job that I enjoyed and wanted to keep. In the end we met privately
to talk it over. Soon afterward I withdrew from the mayor’s race, instead joining him on a
coalition ticket as a City Council candidate. He won by 10 votes, with 40 percent in a four
way race. I lost with 42 percent in a two-way race and returned to the editor’s desk.

It was the start of multi-party politics in Vermont and led to the formation of the Vermont
Progressive Party, the most successful alternative to the two majors in the country, electing
local, legislative and statewide leaders — up to the level of lieutenant governor — for over
30 years.

Throughout Sanders’ eight years as Burlington mayor we remained coalition allies, often
working together, but also disagreeing when necessary on development and peace issues.
At  one  point  that  meant  he  presided  over  my  arrest  (with  many  others)  outside  an
armaments plant. Peace groups were protesting gatling gun production and pushing for
economic conversion. He felt we were blaming the workers and should protest instead at a
congressional office.

On  the  day  of  the  sit-in,  Sanders  was  sullen  and  conflicted.  He  argued  with  the  Chief  of
Police  about  videotaping  the  protesters,  but  also  criticized  an  attempt  to  defuse  the
situation by asking General Electric not to ship arms for the day. The night before the event
he contacted me to warn that the chief’s assurance about no shipments was inaccurate. He
had demanded that the company be told to conduct “business as usual.”

After four terms as mayor, Bernie was elected to Congress in 1990, after coming close two
years earlier, and didn’t lose another race until the campaign for president in 2016. (Before
that announcement, he had already competed for office 20 times, most in statewide races,
won 14 of them, and participated in hundreds of debates and public forums.) Meanwhile, I
went on to edit other publications, defend immigrant rights in New Mexico, run a bookstore
in  Southern  California,  and  manage  Pacifica  Radio,  the  progressive  listener-supported
network.

Earlier, I mentioned the one race (so far) in which I didn’t back Bernie. In 1986 he had been
mayor for five years and saw a chance to run for governor. But the Democratic incumbent
was Madeleine Kunin, who had been in office less than two years and was the state’s first
female chief executive. In the end, I couldn’t support Bernie that time and instead found
myself role-played him in a private mock debate with Kunin.

Recently, Michael Kruse focused on this period for a Politico cover story, particularly on the
relationship between Bernie and Jesse Jackson, who ran for President in 1984 and 1988. By
1986, as Kruse explains,
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“the Rainbow Coalition that Jackson’s ’84 campaign had spawned had grown in
power in Vermont. Sanders, who was running for governor, couldn’t ignore it.
Nor, however, could the state’s energetic contingent of Jackson devotees avoid
Sanders,  considering the sway he had over progressives in Burlington and
beyond. A symbiosis between the two outsiders started to materialize. Sanders
didn’t join the Rainbow; he wasn’t much of a joiner, period. But he ‘realized the
necessity of participating in broader coalitions if he was ever to take his vision
beyond the city limits,’  progressive organizer and journalist  Greg Guma of
Burlington wrote in his 1989 book, The People’s Republic: Vermont and the
Sanders Revolution. ‘He was looking to hold onto that base of support so he
could challenge from the outside,’ Guma told me.”

As Bernie retired from his role as mayor  — to prepare for the next chapter, national office
— I published a book about what had occurred and changed over the past two decades, The
People’sRepublic: Vermont and the Sanders Revolution. In 1990, after defeat by Republican
Peter Smith in a congressional bid, Bernie came back and won. That led to eight terms in
Congress — before moving on to the Senate and, eventually, his presidential campaign.

In 1998, while working for another Vermont weekly, I interviewed Bernie privately about his
philosophy and plans. By then he had made peace with the Democratic Party, often a target
during his third party and Burlington years. But he could already envision a run for president
and was certain he would “do well.”

Summing up his concerns in another era of scandals and corruption, Bernie explained,

“You have two political parties that are controlled by monied interests. You
have a corporate media. When you talk about consolidation, you are talking
about oil and gas, banking, and perhaps most importantly, the media – where
there are very few voices of dissent regarding our current position on the
global economy.”

“That gets to even the more fundamental  issue –  the health of  American
democracy,” he said. “Do people know what’s going on? And how can they
fight what’s going on? I fear that they don’t.”

One of Bernie’s other frequent complaints is that his opponents don’t take strong and
unequivocal stands, that they are basically all  the same while he is different, and that the
current rigged game and level of inequality are “totally outrageous” and unacceptable.

He is adept at sarcasm and irony — and does have an inside voice, but his main style is
proudly  declarative.  Bernie  effectively  channels  and  expresses  what  feels  to  millions  like
righteous outrage. He can be brusque, but he also comes across as fundamentally honest.
Athough even his fans gently mock his hair and age, most supporters respect and trust him.
For many it feels like love. It boils down to one key attribute — authenticity.

In 1976, Bernie was the first “third party” candidate in Vermont to force his way into a TV
debate. He was running for governor for the second time. Seated between the Democrat
and Republican, State Treasurer Stella Hackel (later Director of the Mint) and millionaire
businesman  Richard  Snelling,  he  effectively  conveyed  the  idea  that  there  was  little
difference  between  them.  It  didn’t  win  him  many  votes  that  time.  But  he  made  the  point
more  effectively  in  the  1986  race  against  Kunin  and  Peter  Smith.  That  time  he  got  more
than 15 percent, respectable for an independent. Four years later he was in Congress, after
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defeating Smith, the incumbent, as well as the Democrat in the race.

Through all the races and years he has become adept at spinning virtually any question to
repeat his carefully honed points, often without directly answering, and remains relentlessly
on message. But he is ready to strike back, at the media, or even a member of the public, if
he feels defensive or offended. I’ve seen him shut down a press conference when he doesn’t
like the way things are going. It happened again in 2011, the last time we were in a small
room together.

The topic was Lockheed Martin and its relationship to Sandia Labs, which he was welcoming
to Vermont.

In the mid-1990s, he had led the charge against $92 billion in bonuses for Lockheed Martin
executives after the corporation laid off 17,000 workers. He called that “payoffs for layoffs.”
In September 1995, after his amendment to stop the bonuses passed in the US House,
Lockheed launched a campaign to kill the proposal.

In 2009, he was still going after Lockheed in the Senate, calling out its “systemic, illegal,
and fraudulent behavior, while receiving hundreds and hundreds of billions of dollars of
taxpayer money.” By then, however, he had visited Sandia headquarters and come away
eager to have a satellite lab in Vermont.

At the end of 2010, ten days after the mini-filibuster that jump-started a “draft Bernie” for
president campaign, Burlington Mayor Bob Kiss announced the results of his own Lockheed
negotiations, begun at billionaire Richard Branson’s Carbon War Room. It took the form of a
“letter  of  cooperation”  to  address  climate  change  by  developing  local  green-energy
solutions. Lockheed later backed out.

By 2011, however, Sanders was also supporting the Pentagon’s proposal to base Lockheed-
built  F-35  fight  jets  at  the  Burlington  International  Airport.  If  the  fighter  jet,  widely
considered a massive military boondoggle, was going to be built and deployed anyway,
Sanders  argued that  some of  the  work  ought  to  done by  Vermonters,  while  Vermont
National Guard jobs should be protected. Noise impacts and neighborhood dislocation were
minimized, while criticism of corporate exploitation gave way to pork barrel politics and a
justification based on protecting military jobs.

When Vermont’s  partnership  with  Sandia  was  officially  announced on Dec.  12,  2011,  Gov.
Peter Shumlin didn’t merely share the credit. He joked that Bernie was “like a dog with a
bone” on the issue. But the launch ended abruptly after a single question about the city’s
aborted partnership with Lockheed Martin. Before a TV reporter could even complete his
query Sanders interrupted and challenged it. Lockheed is not “a parent company” of Sandia,
he objected.

And then, as is often the case when faced with unwelcome questions, he declined to say
much more – about Lockheed Martin or the climate change agreement Mayor Kiss had
signed,  the  standards  adopted  by  the  City  Council,  the  mayor’s  veto,  or  Lockheed’s
subsequent  withdrawal  from  the  deal.  Instead,  he  turned  the  question  over  to  the
representative from Sandia, who offered what he called “some myth-busting.”

It was more like an evasion. All national labs are required to have “an oversight board
provided by the private sector,” he explained.
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“So, Lockheed Martin does provide oversight. But all of the work is done by
Sandia  National  Laboratories  and  we’re  careful  to  put  firewalls  in  place
between  the  laboratory  and  Lockheed  Martin.”

In other words, trust us to respect the appropriate boundaries, do the right thing, and follow
all the rules. Moments later, Sanders announced that the press conference was over.

Despite such blind spots, Bernie can be quite appealing to white working class voters, and
even to some conservatives. Hillary Clinton thought she was tweaking him in 2016 on gun
issues; she was really playing into his hands. Sanders is certainly pragmatic and savvy
enough to realize that being a bit “moderate” on a few issues (like guns, drugs and defense)
can help, in the south and in general. During the 1981 campaign — his first victory — he ran
against a large property tax increase being proposed by the mayor. At the same time he
insisted that “large institutions” and the wealthy should “pay their fair share.” It was a
sweet spot he will attempt to find again.

Running against someone like Trump, an alleged billionaire,  should make it even easier for
Sanders to talk about oligarchy and define the race as the climax of an historic movement.
He frequently talks about “making history.” In many past mailings he has also referred to
how powerful right wing forces are out to get him, something that has helped to keep his
base motivated. And he has long defined his campaigns in stark but convincing terms — a
choice between oligarchy or democracy. It is increasingly hard to disagree.

Before the 2016 race, I helped Seven Days develop an interactive timeline: Bernie’s Journey

2015-16 interviews include:

 Radio: WLEA Interview
Mother Jones: How Bernie Sanders Became a Real Politician
New York Times: Bernie Sanders’ Revolutionary Roots
CNN: Can Bernie Sanders Win Black Voters?
Politico: 14 Things Bernie Has Said about Socialism
Politico: Bernie Sanders Has a Secret
Washington Post: Sanders is in with the enemy, so old allies say
CNN: How Bernie Sanders Turned Himself into a Serious Contender
Washington Post: Sanders Prepares for His National Debate Debut
New York Times: Setting Bernie Sanders Apart from the Debate Field
Mother Jones: Here’s What Bernie Sanders is like as a Debater
CNN Video: What is Bernie Sanders’ Debate Style?
ABC: What to Expect from Bernie Sanders in Tuesday’s Debate
International Business Times: Bernie Sanders’ Debate Plan 
Washington Post: A Somewhat Reluctant Socialist
Politifact: Is Bernie Sanders a Democrat?
CNN: The Original of Sanders’ Ideology, in His Own Words
Al Jazeera: Fighting Racism Is High on Bernie’s Agenda
RT Video: Revolution is about Participation

*
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https://www.sevendaysvt.com/vermont/bernies-journey-from-sanders-the-socialist-to-commander-in-chief/Content?oid=2428247
http://wlea.net/newsmaker-feb-16-greg-guma/
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2015/05/young-bernie-sanders-liberty-union-vermont
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/04/us/politics/bernie-sanderss-revolutionary-roots-were-nurtured-in-60s-vermont.html?_r=0
http://www.cnn.com/2015/07/19/politics/bernie-sanders-african-americans-2016-netroots/
http://www.politico.com/story/2015/07/14-things-bernie-sanders-has-said-about-socialism-120265.html
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2015/07/bernie-sanders-vermont-119927_Page2.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/bernie-sanders-says-hes-a-socialist-his-old-socialist-buddies-say-not-so-much/2015/07/25/a3948256-3145-11e5-97ae-30a30cca95d7_story.html
http://www.cnn.com/2015/10/12/politics/bernie-sanders-democratic-debate/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/sanders-prepares-for-his-national-debate-stage-debut/2015/10/10/90f7c58a-6f49-11e5-9bfe-e59f5e244f92_story.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/11/us/politics/setting-bernie-sanders-apart-from-the-field-a-palpable-sense-of-conviction.html?_r=0
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2015/10/bernie-sanders-democractic-debate-wynn
http://www.cnn.com/videos/politics/2015/10/09/bernie-sanders-debate-style-democrat-presidential-candidate-kaye-pkg-ac.cnn
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/expect-bernie-sanders-tuesdays-democratic-debate/story?id=34368883
http://www.ibtimes.com/bernie-sanders-debate-plan-how-will-vermont-senator-appeal-minorities-mainstream-2137989
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2015/10/19/bernie-sanderss-surprisingly-slow-embrace-of-the-term-socialism/
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2016/feb/23/bernie-sanders-democrat/
http://www.cnn.com/2016/02/29/politics/bernie-sanders-own-words/
http://www.ajc.com/videos/news/fighting-racism-high-on-agenda-of-bernie-sanders/vDmkWY/
https://youtu.be/Wn8buFuAclo
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