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“Let the People Decide”

A Message from New Hampshire Secretary of State William M. Gardner

Being first hardly explains the New Hampshire primary’s consistent appeal to candidates and the media.

More likely, it’s our unlimited enthusiasm for politics, the fact that we prefer handshakes and voting booths

to polls, and take umbrage when the media crowns a “front runner” before we’ve had the opportunity to cast

our vote. Because we hold to these traditions, candidate-friendly New Hampshire remains the quickest,

easiest, least expensive and most effective place to start a presidential primary campaign.

The New Hampshire Presidential Primary has been first in the nation since 1920. Although it was not

originally planned that way, it has over several decades become a matter of state pride and tradition. The

New Hampshire primary was established by act of the General Court in 1913 when a farmer from the small

town of Richmond asked why he and others like him did not have the right to vote directly for the delegates

who would choose a party nominee for president.  As a result, all citizens eligible to vote would have the

opportunity to cast ballots in an open, fair, public process instead of a few party professionals in back rooms

as had been the practice.

The primary was born not to be first and not for any economic benefit to the state, but simply to give more

of its citizens a chance to be heard. It would later become first in the nation as other states either moved to

later dates in the calendar or reverted back to a caucus format.

For several decades the primary had little national exposure. It was not until 1952 when, in addition to

voting for delegates, one could also vote directly for a presidential candidate. This change coincided with

the advent of television, which allowed more people to see the primary in their homes in a way heretofore

unavailable. With air travel becoming more common, the candidates and reporters could get to the state

easier, and with each passing primary there were more and more of both.

Today the primary has become an event of national significance, although its reason for being has not

changed one bit. It still gives a voice to all of the Granite State’s eligible voters and offers a level playing

field for all candidates who wish to seek the highest office with easy ballot access, so more have the chance

to compete. This is what the New Hampshire primary was meant to be: Let the people decide.

We realize the special privilege in this state to cast the first ballots. It’s a tradition we honor and cherish as part

of our political heritage. On the back cover you will find suggestions on how to remain involved and engaged in

the primary process. Please share this report with others as we spread the word about its value and importance.

William M. Gardner

Secretary of State
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“Every four years, some-
one will ask why a nation
this large, this diverse,
lets a couple hundred
thousand voters in an
out-of-the-way corner of
ths country decide who
should be president. The
answer is obvious:
Nobody does it better.”

—David Broder, The
Washington Post,
February 16, 1992
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“The great virtue of these
difficult people, who
rather enjoy their reputa-
tion for being hard to
please, is that they turn
out. It is the most power-
ful reason that it is
entitled to the privilege of
being our first primary.”

—Mary McGrory, Wash-
ington Post, January 27,
2000
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1 0 %

2 0 %

3 0 %

4 0 %

5 0 %

6 0 %

7 0 %

8 0 %
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Democratic presidential primary candidate Al
Gore campaigns door to door in Portsmouth.
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“In 2000 the word got
out…New Hampshire has
a strong economy for
high-tech ventures and is
an attractive place for
start-up businesses.”

—The Wall Street
Journal, August 23, 2000
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“…Once a struggling,
insular and rural state, it
now draws outsiders to a
booming, high-tech,
evolving economy. …the
state has real clout in
determining who will
become the next presi-
dent.”

—Dallas Morning News,
January 30, 1999

Congressman Jack Kemp greets members of the Nashua West
Rotary Club in 1988.
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“This is New Hampshire,
where presidential candi-
dates, no matter how lofty
their poll numbers or
their official positions,
must campaign ‘retail’ in
a brand of person-to-
person politics that
requires would-be presi-
dents to answer real
questions...from voters.”

—Mark Shields, Seattle
Post-Intelligencer,
November 8, 1999
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Republican presidential primary candidates prepare to debate at the University of
New Hampshire’s Johnson Theatre in January 2000.
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“...There are 740,000
registered voters in New
Hampshire. Their impact
on a presidential cam-
paign is way out of
proportion to their
numbers. But while it is a
deadly serious business
for the candidates, after
all, campaigns are made
and broken here, these
voters are uniquely
placed to draw the first
conclusions and they take
advantage of it.”

—Peter Jennings, ABC
World News Tonight,
January 5, 2000

)

Sean O’Kane, vice president of the New Hampshire Political Library,
presents President Bill Clinton with presidential primary trading
cards in Manchester.
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“…the New Hampshire
primary today is the
country’s most vivid
example of democracy
with the voters fully
participating. At least in
one small northeastern
state, American voters
are actually engaged and
excited.”

—Bruce Davidson, San
Antonio Express-News,
January 30, 2000
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Ronald Reagan makes an unscheduled stop near
Millsfield during his 1976 campaign.
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