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"It is the contention of the credit union...that political democracy can be most securely 
buttressed by economic democracy. Logically, it should come to pass eventually that the 
masses of the people...will control in credit unions an appreciable segment of the national 
wealth. When they do, the great danger to our democracy that is contained in the trend to 
the control of a greater and ever greater proportion of the national wealth in an ever-
decreasing number of the people will be forever eliminated. There will result from this 
new accumulation of democratically controlled wealth safeguards of the American 
economic system that will be the soundest guarantee of the perfection and perpetuation of 
political democracy."1

--Roy F. Bergengren, 1952

1 Roy F. Bergengren, Crusade: The Fight for Economic Democracy in North America, 1921-1945 (1952; repr., New York: 
Exposition Press, 1973), 17.
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Historical     Background of the Credit Union Movement  

As democratic financial institutions owned by their members, credit unions can trace their roots 

back to Germany in the late 1840s, where Hermann Schultz-Delitzsch and Friederich Wilhelm 

Raiffeisen began experimenting with the model as a way of providing credit to people of modest 

means. After spreading through continental Europe in the late 19th century, the first credit union in 

North America was founded in 1900 in Levis, Quebec. Inspired by the writings of European 

cooperators and shocked by a case in which a loan-shark had charged a poor family 1200% interest on 

a small loan, Alphonse Desjardins established the first caisse populaire, or "people's bank," as a way of 

cooperatively providing credit to people of of modest means.

Desjardins actively worked to spread the model to other communities in Quebec, and the first 

credit union in the United States was founded with his help at a french-speaking Catholic parish in 

Manchester, New Hampshire in 1908 (the original building is now the site of America's Credit Union 

Museum). Desjardins work caught the eye of the Boston philanthropist and social reformer Edward 

Filene and, during one of Desjardins' organizing trips, the two men met with Massachusetts' Banking 

Commissioner Pierre Jay to craft credit union enabling legislation, which the state of Massachusetts 

enacted in 1909.

Filene remained a staunch supporter of the credit union cause until his death in 1937, and he 

used his personal wealth to bankroll the Credit Union National Extension Bureau (CUNEB) which, 

under the able direction of Roy Bergengren, fought for the passage of state and Federal credit union 

enabling legislation and provided support for groups wanted to start credit unions. As a result of this 

work, credit unions spread rapidly throughout the United States and, in 1934, the Credit Union National 

Association was established at a meeting in Estes Park, Colorado.2

2 For a detailed discussion of early credit unionism, see: J. Carroll Moody and Gilbert C. Fite, The Credit Union 
Movement: Origins and Development, 1850-1980 (Dubuque, Iowa: Kendall/Hunt, 1984).
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Early     Credit     Unionism     in     Vermont  

While the credit union movement was rapidly spreading across the country under Bergengren's 

leadership, it was slow to arrive in Vermont. Sparsely-populated and rural, the state had not attracted 

the attention of the CUNEB's organizers (who tended to find industrial settings the most fertile ground 

for establishing new credit unions), and it remained one of just a handful of states to have no credit 

union enabling legislation on the books by the early 1930s. However, the ability to legally organize 

credit unions in the Green Mountain State was finally ensured by the passage of the Federal Credit 

Union Act in 1934, and the initial few credit unions were established in the subsequent decade.

Evidence of Vermont's first credit union can be found in Roy Bergengren's 1935 book CUNA 

Emerges, in which he includes contact information for the "Burlington Rendering Company Federal 

Credit Union." Located on the waterfront of Lake Champlain where Leddy Park is today, the 

Burlington Rendering Company was a large industrial enterprise that, in the 1930s, specialized in 

processing and producing "Tallow, Bones, Grease, Oils, Soaps, Hides, Corenco Brand Fertilizers, [and] 

Meat Scraps."3 The credit union continued to serve the employees of the Burlington Rendering 

Company for the next several decades before the credit union was liquidated in 1963.4

The Vermont movement grew slowly but steadily for the remainder of the 1930s, and the state's 

oldest continuously operating credit union (the Vermont VA Federal Credit Union) opened its first 

account on January 1, 1939.5 However, some groups (particularly farmers in rural communities) found 

the red tape that came with organizing under the Federal credit union law to be cumbersome, and they 

began pushing for the option of starting a credit union with a state charter. This campaign soon sparked 

legislative interest, and, on February 21, 1941, the Committee of Agriculture recommended to the full 

Vermont House a bill entitled, "H. 185 An act to provide for the organization and regulation of credit 

unions and to prescribe their powers and duties."6

H. 185 encountered no opposition as it made its way through the Vermont House and was 

passed unanimously by that body on February 27.7 However, in order to become law, it also needed the 

approval of the State Senate, where it caused a bit of controversy. Upon receiving the House version of 

the bill, it was referred to the Banking Committee. After examining the issue, that committee came to 

3 Statement of the Burlington Rendering Co. to the Champlain Transportation Co., Special Collections, University of 
Vermont Library.

4 Communication with NCUA.
5 Vermont VA Federal Credit Union, Dollars and Sense (Winter 2009): 1.
6 Journal of the House of the State of Vermont, 1941, 186.
7 Ibid., 232. 
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the conclusion that they "could see no necessity for such a lengthy measure due to the fact that credit 

unions could be organized today under a Federal Act," and thus recommended that the Senate reject the 

bill. That advice seems to have fallen on deaf ears, however, and it passed on March 20 by a vote of 

twenty-one in favor to seven opposed. Indeed, in the time between the Banking Committee's 

recommendation and the full vote, at least one committee member, Senator Niquette of Chittenden 

County, had a change of heart. Explaining why he voted against the measure in the Committee before 

supporting it in the full Senate, Niquette stated that:

The benefit to be realized from this act as has been explained by Senator Smalley is to 
make it easier for farmers to organize such unions without Federal 'red tape,' and as 
stated by Senator Douglass to allow credit unions to be organized among the workers in 
industries where they would be of great benefit. If the farmers prefer regulations such as 
advanced in this act to Federal regulation, I see no reason why they should not be 
allowed to try it out. I, therefore, will, for the reasons above stated, reverse my stand with 
the committee, and will vote 'yes' on this question.8

Shortly thereafter, the bill was sent back to the House with a few amendments, and the House approved 

the Senate version on April 7.9 Governor William H. Wills signed it the following day, and AN ACT 

TO PROVIDE FOR THE ORGANIZATION AND REGULATION OF CREDIT UNIONS. TO 

PRESCRIBE THEIR POWERS AND DUTIES AND TO MAKE AN APPROPRIATION THEREFOR 

went into effect on June 1, 1941.

While the addition of the option to organize under state supervision 

provided a boost to Vermont's credit union movement, its effect was soon 

tempered by the onset of the Second World War. The scale of that conflict 

dwarfed anything previously seen in human history, and it required a great 

level of involvement and sacrifice on the part of the civilian population. 

Millions of men and women were mobilized into the armed forces, and 

civilian consumption of "non-essential goods" was restricted through 

rationing and strict regulation of credit. Given that the "bread and butter" of 

credit unions at that time was the provision of small consumer loans, such 

wartime restrictions were severely trying for the American movement. 

Many institutions were able to partially offset the loss of patronage by 

selling war bonds, but, nonetheless, the number of credit unions in the 

8 Journal of the Senate of the State of Vermont, 1941, 287-8.
9 Journal of the House of the State of Vermont, 1941, 516-7.

The "Little Man," a symbol of  
the credit union movement,  
hangs up his umbrella and 

prepares for war.

Courtesy America's Credit  
Union Museum.
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United States declined from 9,891 in 1941 to 8,680 in 1945.10

10 Ian MacPherson, Hands Around the Globe: A History of the International Credit Union Movement and the Role and  
Development of the World Council of Credit Unions, Inc. (Victoria, Canada: Horsdal & Schubart, 1999), 37. 
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The     Roy     Bergengren     Era,     1945-1954  

The economic boom that followed the end of the war greatly 

benefited credit unions nation-wide, but 1945 also provided the 

Vermont movement with an added stimulus in the person of Roy F. 

Bergengren. A Harvard-educated lawyer who had received his 

undergraduate education from Dartmouth around the turn of the 

century, Bergengren had served as the dynamic and hard-working 

leader of the national credit union movement since the early 1920s. 

However, after a lengthy political battle within the Credit Union 

National Association (CUNA) in 1944, he decided it was time to 

retire from his role as the Managing Director and moved shortly 

thereafter from Madison, Wisconsin to "a little farm on a pleasant 

Vermont hillside."11

To Roy Bergengren, however, "retirement" did not mean 

quietly living out his golden years on the laurels of his years of dedicated service to credit unionism. 

For him, strengthening the credit union movement was not simply a way to make a living, but a deeply 

moral mission (his level of fervor and commitment is apparent in the title of his memoirs - Crusade: 

The Fight for Economic Democracy), and he fully intended to continue spreading the credit union idea 

in the Green Mountain State. Indeed, according to his granddaughter, the fact that Vermont was one of 

the only states that still lacked a credit union league was a major factor in Bergengren decision to 

conclude his career there.12

With only a handful of credit unions in existence and no state-wide organization which could 

help establish new credit unions and advance their interests in the legislature, Bergengren had his work 

cut out for him. Working under the auspices of the Vermont Cooperative Council, and with the 

financial backing of a Montpelier milk co-op, he immediately began traversing the state assisting 

interested groups to get new credit unions off the ground.13

One example of his handiwork from this period is the Vermont State Employees Credit Union 

(VSECU). At the second annual meeting of the Vermont State Employees Association in 1946, 

11 Bergengren, Crusade, 354.
12 Personal communication, 2011.
13 VCUL, Annual Meeting Bulletin, 1977, 20.

Roy Bergengren at the founding of  
the Vermont Credit Union League in  

May, 1947.

Courtesy CUNA Archives.
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Bergengren gave a speech extolling the virtues of credit unions.14 A committee to create a VSEA credit 

union was subsequently formed, and, on March 10, 1947, "with the helpful assistance and advice of 

Roy F. Bergengren," the Montpelier Tavern was the scene of the official organizational meeting of the 

newly created VSECU.15

In addition to criss-crossing the state helping to found credit unions (with a special focus on 

those serving farmers), Bergengren also immediately dove right into the task of organizing an umbrella 

association for the existing ones. On October 26, 1946, the Vermont Cooperative Council sponsored a 

state-wide credit union 

conference in Montpelier. 

Attended by representatives of 

existing and prospective credit 

unions from twelve Vermont 

towns, the meeting included talks 

by the State Banking 

Commissioner, the chief regulator 

of federally chartered credit 

unions, and the executive 

secretary of the Vermont 

Cooperative Council. According 

the The Bridge, following the 

speakers and luncheon, attendees 

broke out into discussion groups 

where, "in addition to discussing 

problems of common interest, the 

group formulated plans for more rapid credit union development in the state."16 Seven months later, the 

work that had been started in Montpelier was formalized in White River Junction, where, on May 24th, 

1947, credit union representatives met again to officially found the Vermont Credit Union League 

14 V.S.E.A. History Committee, Highlights: A Brief Chronology of the Vermont State Employees

Association, Inc., 1944-1984, VSEA Papers, Montpelier, 2.

15 Undated Newspaper Clipping, Papers of the VSECU, Montpelier, VT.
16 Credit Union National Association, The Bridge: The Credit Union Way to Economic Betterment, January 1947, 14.

Vermont credit union people in Montpelier, VT, October 26, 1946. Roy Bergengren  
is in the front row, fifth from the left.

Courtesy CUNA Archives.
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(VCUL).17

Six months after its founding, Bergengren was named the VCUL's Managing Director, and 

enthusiastically promoted (without pay) the growth of the Vermont credit union movement until 

"retiring" for a second time in 1954. In addition to his local activities, Bergengren also remained an 

influential voice within the national credit union movement. After publishing his memoirs in 1952, he 

took the lead in pushing for the American movement to actively support credit union development 

abroad. His advocacy efforts were ultimately rewarded in October, 1954 with the establishment of the 

CUNA Overseas Program, which is now the World Council of Credit Unions. A year later, at 10:15am 

on November 11th, 1955, "the chief," as he was affectionately called by his compatriots, passed away 

in Montpelier, Vermont.18

17 Credit Union National Association, The Bridge: The Credit Union Way to Economic Betterment, July 1947, 2.
18 Credit Union National Association, The Credit Union Bridge: The Way to Economic Betterment, December 1955, 2.
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Francis     Butler  ,   1955-1960  

Bergengren's departure left some very large shoes to fill, but the organization that he'd worked 

so hard to build for the better part of a decade was up to the task. Francis Butler, the VCUL's President, 

asked his predecessor, Robert Rosegrant, to temporarily take on the role of managing director in 

October of 1954 and, a few months later, Butler resigned his post to become the first permanent 

managing director to succeed Bergengren.

Given that Bergengren was America's premier credit union organizer and had worked for the 

League on an entirely volunteer basis, it took the organization several years to regain momentum 

following his death. Rosegrant was hired on a part-time basis, but it quickly became obvious that being 

managing director was a full-time job. Though he was willing to put in a great deal of extra work due 

to his devotion to the credit union cause, it was clear to many Vermont credit union leaders that the 

movement's growth was hobbled by the VCUL's extremely limited resources.

Despite this obstacle, the movement was once again hitting its stride by early 1957. In his report 

to the that year's annual meeting, VCUL President Edward J. Gelineau noted that "the organizing 

program has begun to pick up now after a two year lull, and we can expect rapid growth from now on." 

Six new credit unions and two new regional chapters had been founded over the course of the previous 

year, and the VCUL's Board of Directors had appointed volunteer district representatives to assist the 

managing director in the work of organizing new credit unions. Additionally, in order to help keep 

member credit union people abreast of best practices and the latest news, that year also saw the 

establishment of a League newsletter, which, by the end of 1956, had a circulation of 200.19

By this point, the Vermont movement consisted of sixty-five credit unions with a combined 

membership of almost 14,000 and assets of $2.8 million. As they expanded, an issue that often emerged 

for many credit unions was an imbalance between their members' savings and their appetite for credit. 

At this time, many credit unions had fewer than a hundred members, so a few large loans could 

temporarily exhaust an organization's resources, leaving many well-qualified borrowers unable to get a 

loan. Some credit unions dealt with the problem by obtaining loans from other credit unions that had 

surplus deposits, but many turned to banks for the resources to meet their members' needs. The 

movement's leaders thought that this latter practice was unfortunate when many Vermont credit unions 

still had unused surplus deposits, and so, over the course of 1957, they went to work designing the 

Vermont Central Credit Union.

19 Vermont Credit Union League, VCUL Annual Meeting Bulletin, April 18, 1957, Papers of the Association of Vermont 
Credit Unions, South Burlington, VT.
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The League already had the ability to take this role of being a "credit union for credit unions" 

written into its bylaws, but it was decided that a separate, dedicated institution would be more effective. 

The plan for the new organization was presented to, and approved by, the VCUL's 1958 annual 

meeting, and it made its first loan shortly thereafter. Serving both credit unions and individual credit 

union officers unable to obtain loans from their own organizations due to the potential conflict of 

interest, the Vermont Central Credit Union began modestly, making $13,050 in loans in its first year of 

operation. Within a decade however, it was doing close to a million dollars in business annually and 

had become one of the Vermont credit union movement's most important institutions.

Another major initiative begun during Butler's tenure as the VCUL's Managing Director was 

educational. In his report to the 1958 annual meeting, Butler lamented the fact that no Vermonters had 

attended the Credit Union National Association's Credit Union School in Madison, Wisconsin, and 

expressed his hope that the situation might be remedied by the creation of a scholarship program. At 

the following year's annual meeting, he proposed that such a fund be founded as a memorial to Roy 

Bergengren. The idea was met with unanimous approval, and the Roy F. Bergengren Scholarship Fund 

was established with the mission of "further[ing] the credit union movement by giving financial aid to 

individual members and/or credit unions of Vermont enabling them to follow any line of education, 

research, or other activity indicating true interest in credit union work."

Funded through the generosity of both credit unions and individuals, the fund's resources 

subsequently sent Vermont credit union people to regional and national educational programs, provided 

books and other educational materials to Vermont credit unions, and facilitated various forms of 

research. Still in operation today, the Bergengren Fund (since renamed the Howe-Bergengren Fund in 

honor of a subsequent managing director) currently provides support for "staff and volunteers of AVCU 

member credit unions to participate in or attend in-state, regional and / or national conferences and 

training."20

Since Bergengren's passing, Francis Butler had provided Vermont's credit union movement with 

solid leadership, and his efforts and sacrifices were recognized in 1959, when his position was made 

full-time. Unfortunately, he would only briefly serve in that capacity before his tenure was cut short by 

his sudden death in March, 1960. As the delegates to the VCUL's 1960 annual meeting reflected upon 

the legacy of their late leader, there were many achievements and milestones to which they could point. 

20 Association of Vermont Credit Unions, "Howe-Bergengren Fund Application," 
http://www.vermontcreditunions.com/Support/Small%20CU/AVCU%20Howe-Bergengren%20Application.pdf 
(accessed April 24, 2012).
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Since he took the organization's reins in March, 1955, the number of Vermonters who were members of 

credit unions had almost doubled, and the total assets of the state's movement had tripled from $1.8 

million to $5.4 million. The VCUL's newsletter's circulation was up to 750, the Vermont Central Credit 

Union was growing as it provided its member credit unions with a safe place to invest their surplus 

funds and to borrow from when needed, and the Bergengren Scholarship Fund was beginning its work 

supporting the education of credit union people in the state. At the dawn of the 1960s, despite having 

lost a valuable leader, Vermont's credit unionists had every reason to believe that their movement's 

future success was assured.
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Robert     Rosegrant,     1960-1968  

Such optimism was further supported by the fact that 

Butler's replacement was one of the Vermont's leading credit 

unionists: Robert Rosegrant. After meeting Roy Bergengren in 

1946, he had served the movement in a variety of essential roles 

for the next decade and a half, including briefly filling in as 

Managing Director between Bergengren's death and the beginning 

of Butler's tenure in 1956. Deeply experienced and profoundly 

committed to the credit union idea, Rosegrant was instrumental in 

helping to successfully navigate the Vermont movement through 

the challenges and opportunities of the 1960s.

One of the programs he pursued most vigorously was that 

of increased educational activity. Its importance to him is 

powerfully expressed in his report to the VCUL's 1962 annual 

meeting, where he argues that "in order to convince our members 

and potential members, as well as groups of people with a 

common bond who do not yet have a credit union, we must know 

how to provide the maximum service within the framework of the credit union philosophy. How can 

we best learn how to do this? There is no question as to the most worthwhile method; only in credit 

union schools, institutes, chapter meetings, and workshops do we get the knowledge of how other 

credit unions have solved their problems and rendered better service through trying new ideas."

Over the course of Rosegrant's tenure as Managing Director, all of the aforementioned resources 

would become a reality. The initial step was taken in 1960, when the Bergengren Scholarship Fund 

made its first disbursement. In addition to sending a $50 donation with Roy Bergengren's widow, 

Gladys, to support her credit union organizing work in Fiji, $250 was spent on creating and distributing 

a standardized handbook to all Vermont credit unions. This document quickly proved to be an essential 

resource for the volunteers who staffed many small credit unions, and, in coming years, one of the 

major roles of the League's Education Committee was to draft and distribute new handbook articles.

Two years later, in the fall of 1962, the Education Committee put on its first "Institute," a day-

long program of workshops and presentations designed to provide credit union volunteers and staff 

with vital skills and knowledge of best practices. While the attendance at the initial institute was 

Robert Rosegrant at the Vermont Credit  
Union League's Annual Meeting in 1960.

Courtesy AVCU.
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disappointingly sparse, its follow-up in the spring of 1963 attracted well over a hundred participants. In 

short order, the League Institutes became important semi-annual events that served as vital sources of 

professional knowledge for many Vermont credit unionists.

For those seeking more in-depth educational experiences beyond a single day of workshops 

every six months, however, opportunities were initially quite limited. The Credit Union National 

Association offered a two week "Credit Union School" in Madison, Wisconsin each summer, but the 

distance and expense meant that it had been possible for only a handful of Vermonters to attend by the 

early 1960s. Running such an extensive program by itself was clearly beyond the modest means of the 

VCUL, but, when the idea was floated of a regional credit union school supported by all of the New 

England Leagues, the Vermont movement was an eager participant.

The school idea was developed through the New England Regional Planning Conference, a 

group formed in 1960 in response to the realization that "there were many services that the individual 

leagues in New England could not offer their members because of size and cost." After initially 

sponsoring some day-long Institutes, in June, 1961, the Conference organized a three day credit union 

school at the University of New Hampshire, which was attended by ninety-nine credit union people, 

including eleven Vermonters.

Encouraged by this success, the Conference scheduled a week-long school at the same location 

for the following summer. Though educationally successful, attendance was disappointing, and the 

project was temporarily put on hold. However, the Conference's goal for "New England [to] have a 

summer school comparable to the one at Madison, Wisconsin"21 was not diminished by this setback, 

and they spent 1963 planning a CUNA-accredited two week school for the summer of 1964. Attended 

by thirty-seven credit union people from across the region (including three sent with the financial 

assistance of the Bergengren Scholarship Fund), the school's first year was a resounding success. 

Offering a three-year program, the New England school served as a foundational educational 

experience for many of New England's credit union leaders in the the subsequent decade.

In addition to its educational achievements, the League was also successful in the legislative 

arena during Rosegrant's tenure. As the credit union movement matured both nationally and in 

Vermont, the for-profit banking industry increasingly began to view credit unions as a source of 

meaningful competition. In 1956, an article in the American Banker worriedly outlined the movement's 

substantial growth since 1941, concluding that "it's better to be swallowed by a whale than to be 

21 Vermont Credit Union League, VCUL Annual Meeting Bulletin, 1962, Papers of the Association of Vermont Credit 
Unions, South Burlington, VT.
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nibbled to death by minnows."22 As a result of such concerns, lobbyists for the banking industry were 

actively pushing for the passage of restrictive credit union regulations at both the Federal and State 

levels by the early 1960s.

The success of those campaigns varied by state, but, in Vermont, the credit union movement 

consistently defeated such proposals while getting its own favored legislation passed throughout the 

1960s. A good example of this occurred in 1962, when an American Bankers Association official sent a 

letter to Vermont banks calling on them to oppose a bill advanced by the VCUL and its supporters. 

Despite this opposition, Rosegrant noted in his report to the League's 1963 annual meeting that "no 

influence [was] seen in the House where it has passed without a single dissenting vote." As for further 

conflicts down the road, he optimistically predicted that "we will not be hurt by future ABA attacks if 

we maintain our credit union philosophy."23

This perspective was powerfully confirmed a few years later, when, in 1965, the Vermont 

Legislature mandated an overhaul of the regulations governing credit unions. In response, the VCUL's 

Legislation Committee drafted a bill based on the movement's ideal regulatory framework, which was 

then introduced to the Legislature. The banking lobby pushed hard against it, which prompted 

Rosegrant to tell the movement's leaders in 1967 that "[n]ow is the time for anyone who can to use his 

good influence to convince the bankers that we present no threat to their organization. The feeling of 

bank vs. credit union is still present."

Whether the bankers backed off or the movement's strength simply overwhelmed the opposition 

is unclear; what is certain is that final bill was a resounding victory for Vermont credit unions. As 

VCUL Board President Charles Howe proudly noted in 1969, "this complete revision of the credit 

union statutes provides Vermont Credit Unions with one of the best set of statutes ever enacted for 

state-chartered credit unions in the United States."

While the movement made great strides educationally and legislatively in the 1960s, the decade 

was not without its challenges. One regular source of anxiety for the League's leadership concerned the 

movement's declining rate of growth. In the 1950s, dozens of new credit unions had been founded, and 

the movement's rate of asset growth was consistently over twenty percent. By contrast, many years in 

the 1960s saw that rate drop into the teens, and the total number of credit unions only increased by 

eleven, from sixty-six to seventy-seven. In 1964, Rosegrant attributed this worrisome trend to the fact 

22 Moody and Fite, [].
23 Minutes of the Annual Meeting of the VCUL, April 20, 1963, Papers of the Association of Vermont Credit Unions, 

South Burlington, VT.
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that:

too many people are forgetting the basic purpose of the credit union movement. They are 
becoming too conscious of the profit motive... that dictates policies of high dividends and 
high interest refunds before it considers service ... I mean also, giving preferential interest 
rates on various amounts of money - charging the little man borrower more than the big 
one. Every good credit union should ... operate profitably, but I would hazard the guess 
that this emphasis on profit is the reason our membership growth is down this year. We 
are not primarily a financial institution as they are generally known. We are a service 
organization and our appeal over the years to ever increasing numbers has been that we 
serve before we profit.24

Though the above statement indicates that Rosegrant viewed the declining growth rate as 

primarily the result of moral failure, it is likely that an additional force was at work that compelled 

many credit unions to be more profit-focused: competition. As the financial services industry became 

more complex, other institutions began to offer the small consumer loans that had previously been 

provided almost exclusively through credit unions. By 1968, this had become such a serious issue for 

the Vermont movement that VCUL President Charles Howe devoted an entire section of his annual 

report to it, concluding that "[i]nstitutions cannot maintain a position of status quo for long. They must 

go forward or backward."25

This recognition that credit unions would need to innovate to survive grew consistently over the 

1960s, but the issue came publicly to a head when the CUNA Planning Committee delivered its report 

to CUNA's annual meeting in May, 1965. According to Charles Howe, the Committee "outlin[ed] steps 

that may be necessary in the years ahead, if the credit union movement is to continue to prosper. Some 

ideas were a central fund, providing credit at point of purchase and development of transaction 

facilities such as travelers' checks, money orders and credit cards."26 Decried by some as advocating a 

radical departure from core mission and values of credit unionism, the report nonetheless had a 

powerful impact on the perspective of the Vermont movement, and the goal of "increas[ing] our 

services, but remain[ing] constant in our purpose" came to reside at the core of Rosegrant's vision for 

the rest of his years as Managing Director.

At the VCUL's 1968 annual meeting, Robert Rosegrant announced his intention to retire as of 

December 31 of that year. In his final annual report, he both reflected on the accomplishments of his 

time at the Vermont movement's helm and speculated on its future. Since taking over after Butler's 

24 1964 VCUL Annual Meeting Report.
25 1968 VCUL Annual Meeting Report.
26 1966 VCUL Annual Meeting Report.
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passing in 1960, the movement had grown considerably in size and stature, helped along by the host of 

new resources and programs that Rosegrant had worked to foster. Both the New England Credit Union 

School and the League Institutes contributed substantially to the increasing professionalism of credit 

union staff and volunteers, and the Vermont Central Credit Union, which attained financial 

independence from the VCUL in the late 1960s, served to ensure that credit union money was 

reinvested in the movement, as well as helping to stabilize credit unions that found themselves in 

financial trouble. Furthermore, his lobbying efforts had ensured that the interests of Vermont credit 

unions were well represented in the State Legislature, the benefits of which came to full fruition in the 

passage of the model credit union act in 1968.

As for the challenges facing the movement in the coming years, Rosegrant believed that the 

trends of technological innovation and increased competition that had emerged over the 1960s would 

continue to intensify. From a long-range perspective, he noted that the movement needed to begin 

preparing itself for computer bookkeeping in all credit unions, as well as centralized service centers. 

However, in the short term, Rosegrant called on Vermont credit unions to continue supporting the 

professional development of credit union people and, to counter the incursions of for-profit banks and 

other financial institutions onto traditional credit union turf, he advocated for the League to undertake a 

more active public program of credit union promotion. With an eye to these challenges, his final report 

expresses an attitude of cautious optimism as he turned the movement's reins over to the able hands of 

Charles E. Howe.
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Charles     E.     Howe  ,   1969-1982  

Like Rosegrant before him, Charles Howe had 

accumulated extensive experience within the Vermont credit 

union movement before he was asked to become managing 

director. After serving the Vermont State Employees Credit 

Union in numerous roles over the course of the 1950s, he'd 

become the president of the Vermont League in 1962 and had 

taken to the responsibilities of that position with gusto (as 

evidenced by his extensive and in-depth reports to the League 

annual meetings throughout his tenure). Thus, in 1969, the 

League was fortunate to be able ensure a smooth transition by 

tapping for the job the one Vermonter whose knowledge of the 

state's movement was roughly equal to that of the retiring 

Rosegrant.

Such seasoned leadership soon proved to be essential as an 

array of issues seriously challenged the credit union movement 

both nationally and in Vermont. Many were trends that had been 

identified by forward-looking credit unionists in the 1960s, such 

as the need for innovation to counter increasing competition from 

other financial institutions. Additionally, the economic problems 

that emerged in the early 1970s and continued intermittently for the next decade proved to be a serious 

impediment to the movement's growth. Though credit unions in Vermont were able to meet these 

challenges and grow their memberships and assets, they nonetheless had a major impact upon the 

character of the movement, which experienced fundamental changes over the course of Howe's 

thirteen-year tenure.

Indeed, 1969 was something of a watershed moment for the credit union movement overall. Up 

to that point, much of the movement's expansion had been driven by the establishment of new credit 

unions. However, the number of credit unions in existence peaked that year at 23,761, before 

commencing a steady decline that has continued to the present day. Conversely, the total amount of 

assets in the credit union movement and the number of credit union members continued to grow apace, 

meaning that the movement was transitioning from many small organizations to a smaller number of 

Charles Howe at the Credit Union 
National Association Annual Meeting, 

1977.

Courtesy AVCU.
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large ones. Vermont was not immune to this trend, with the number of institutions falling from seventy-

seven in 1969 to seventy-three in 1982. By contrast, the number of members more than doubled from 

38,616 to 94,356, and inflation-adjusted assets grew by 231%.

This consolidation of the credit union movement that began in the 1970s was driven by several 

factors. First, as competition in the consumer credit market continued to intensify, credit unions were 

expected to provide increasingly complex services to their members. Such services were often beyond 

the abilities of the part-time and volunteer staff who had run credit unions for the previous half-century; 

instead, full-time, well-trained professionals were quickly becoming essential to success (or even 

solvency). However, the expense of such professionalization was well beyond the means of many small 

credit unions with a few hundred members, and some institutions sought to merge as a strategy by 

which they might achieve the economies of scale necessary to meet the challenges of the newly 

emerging world of financial services.

A second reason that was more obvious to many observers at the time lay in the era's economic 

troubles. As the relative prosperity of the 1960s was replaced by the recessions, inflation, and oil 

shocks of the 1970s, many small credit unions struggled. This reality was reflected in the increasingly 

gloomy tone of League annual reports as the decade wore on. While the VCUL's leadership expressed 

optimism that economic conditions would soon right themselves in the early years of the 1970s, by 

1975 President Asa Randall declared that "The coming year will throw us many challenges to test the 

spirit and strength of unity in our credit unions. Our economic climate, for sure, will be much more 

difficult than what we have enjoyed in the past."27 Furthermore, Joseph A. Bickel, the managing 

director of the Connecticut Credit Union League and that annual meeting's keynote speaker, 

emphasized that credit unions "are entering a new period of economy and it will be a fight for 

survival."28

This uncertain economic environment was especially problematic for credit unions for which 

the common bond of their members was an employer; if that company went out of business or closed a 

plant, its credit union could find itself with virtually its entire membership unemployed and unable to 

pay their debts. This scenario unfolded several times in Vermont, including in North Troy, when the 

closure of the Weyerhauser plant led to the liquidation of the Weyerhauser credit union in 1971. In 

other cases, in lieu of being liquidated, troubled credit unions merged with larger, more stable 

institutions or were taken over by the Vermont Central Credit Union.

27 1975 VCUL Annual Meeting Report.
28 1976 VCUL Annual Meeting Report.
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While providing a quick fix in the short term, this latter practice ultimately served to undermine 

the sustainability of the VCCU. Two troubled credit unions merged with Central in 1972, and another 

followed suit in 1973, the same year that the VCCU became legally independent from the League. 

Unfortunately, the influx of bad loans from failed credit unions and a scattered, disengaged 

membership took its toll on the previously successful institution. After several years of difficulties, its 

liquidation was announced at the VCUL's 1982 annual meeting, at which it was noted that, thanks to a 

bailout from the League totaling $20,500, depositors had received a payout of 100 cents on the dollar.

Another credit union movement institution that failed to survive the troubled years of the 1970s 

was the New England Credit Union School. After having been established in the middle of Rosegrant's 

tenure, the school had been attended by a steady stream of Vermont credit union people, many of whom 

received the support of the Bergengren Scholarship Fund. However, the school experienced its first 

deficit in 1969, and it struggled with 

declining attendance and funding issues 

throughout the early 1970s. In 1974, the 

weight of such problems had become too 

great, and it was decided that the best 

course of action was to discontinue the 

school. Though some Vermonters would, 

in coming years, attend the CUNA 

summer school in Madison, Wisconsin 

(notably, future VCUL managing director 

Joseph Bergeron), the closing of the New 

England school certainly narrowed the 

range of educational opportunities 

available to Vermont's credit union people.

In spite of, and, in some ways, driven by, the challenges and set-backs of the 1970s, the 

Vermont credit union movement also achieved a number of successes and introduced several new 

programs and innovations during Howe's time as managing director. In particular, one new path that the 

League pursued with great gusto was that of the movement's public promotion. A perennial concern for 

the leadership going back to the earliest years of the League was ensuring robust growth in the number 

of credit union members. From the 1940s to the 1960s, the growth strategy primarily took the form of 

A young Joe Bergeron graduates from CUNA summer school, 1979.

Courtesy AVCU.
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promoting the establishment of new credit unions. However, as the 

number of credit unions stagnated and declined in the 1970s, the 

mission changed from convincing existing groups to organize new 

credit unions to convincing new individuals to join existing 

institutions.

To direct this new strategy, the League Publicity-Promotion 

Committee was constituted in 1970, and immediately began to break 

new ground by purchasing advertising in mass media. That year, it 

obtained a regular thirty-second spot on the local evening T.V. news, 

and in 1971 it undertook an ambitious radio campaign intended "to 

highlight basic credit union service advantages: low-cost loans, good savings dividends, convenience 

and added benefits from life savings and loan protection insurance provided at no additional member 

costs. Ad subjects will also reflect operational practices - Democratic membership control and member 

benefits derived from participation in their non-profit financial organizations. Other material will 

present information on credit union functions and philosophy."29 Other promotional activities were 

added to the mix in subsequent years, including sponsoring Christmas music on the radio, hiring an 

education and training consultant, and convincing  the Governor to declare October to be "Credit Union 

Month."

Another innovation came in the form of the establishment of the Vermont Credit Union League 

Services Corporation. Over the previous decades, the VCUL had experimented with providing a wide 

variety of services, from management training to delinquent loan collection, to its member credit 

unions. However, as the desired services became increasingly complex in the early 1970s, the League's 

leadership felt that the movement as a whole would benefit from an organization that's sole purpose 

was the professional provision of those services. With additional prompting from a change in the IRS 

code that reclassified the tax status trade-group income, they founded the VCUL Services Corporation 

in 1973, and it began offering data processing services the following year. The Corporation continued 

to grow steadily for the rest of Howe's tenure, adding such services as traveler's checks and cancer 

insurance, and was doing about $50,000 per year in business by 1982.

Legislatively, the Howe years were characterized by a number of new developments that, in 

combination with technological advances, radically changed the way in which Vermont credit unions 

29 1971 VCUL Annual Meeting Report.

Wanda Baril, the first woman to chair  
the VCUL board of directors, presides  

at the 1981 Annual Meeting.

Courtesy AVCU.
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did business. Though the political attacks from the banking lobby that had gotten underway in the 

1960s intensified, the movement was able to fend them off through a combination of skillful lobbying 

and grass-roots mobilization. In 1970, the State of Vermont decided in favor of credit unions when it 

declared them to be exempt from the sales tax, and Vermont credit unionists put meaningful pressure 

on their Congressmen in 1978 as part of a national campaign to oppose the imposition of a Federal 

credit union tax.

As important as those victories were, they paled in comparison to the struggle over the 

implementation of "share draft" (or checking) accounts. Credit unionists had long contemplated the 

possibility of offering checking accounts to members, and that vision became a reality in 1974, when 

the National Credit Union Administration (NCUA) authorized a share draft pilot program in thirteen 

credit unions. The experiment successful, the NCUA officially authorized share draft accounts for 

Federally chartered credit unions in 1977, and the New England IBM Employees Federal Credit Union 

became the first to offer the service in Vermont. Their program was short-lived, however, since the 

NCUA decision was quickly challenged in Federal court by the American Bankers Association, and the 

judge ordered the program suspended until Congress had a chance to consider the issue.

The movement in Vermont responded to this situation in two ways. Locally, they ensured the 

passage of a bill in the legislature the following year which granted share draft privileges to all state-

chartered credit unions. On a national level, Vermonters participated enthusiastically in the grass-roots 

"Save Our Share Drafts" campaign, which aimed to generate 100,000 letters to Congressional 

representatives in support of credit union checking accounts. As a result of this flood of 

communications and intensive lobbying on the part of CUNA, share draft privileges were permanently 

enacted into law on March 31, 1980, the same year that the credit union that had pioneered share draft 

in Vermont installed the state movement's very first ATM.

Also in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the movement faced another challenge that required 

legislative action: inflation. As the spending power of the dollar declined at an increasingly alarming 

pace, many Vermont credit unions found themselves caught in a bind. The legislation under which 

credit unions were chartered limited the rate of interest a credit union could charge to 12%; however, 

starting in September, 1979, the rate of inflation was higher than that. As a result, credit unions found 

them legally required to operate at a loss, which severely tested the solvency of many institutions. They 

petitioned for relief, and, in 1980, the Vermont legislature raised the ceiling to 15% for state credit 

unions, and the Federal credit unions saw their ceiling increased to 21% the following year.
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In sum, when Charles Howe passed away in 1982, he left an organization and movement that 

was fundamentally transformed from what he had inherited from Robert Rosegrant in 1969. That year, 

the average credit union had 502 members and $271,000 in assets; by 1982, those numbers had grown 

to 1,293 members and $1,743,000 in assets, and many of those institutions were offering services, such 

as share drafts and ATMs, that would have been inconceivable a decade before. Some institutions of 

long standing, such as the VCCU and the New England Credit Union School, had fallen victim to the 

winds of change that were sweeping the credit union world, while others, like the League Services 

Corporation, had been established and thrived in spite the troubled economic environment. Even the 

League itself had changed; several staff members had been added over the course of the 1970s, and the 

first female chair of the board, Wanda Baril, began her tenure in 1980. As he prepared to turn over the 

leadership of the movement to the next generation, Howe concluded his long service to credit unionism 

by observing in his final report to the League that:

Roy F. Bergengren left us the League as [a] legacy and we have attempted to provide our 
Vermont credit unions with information, assistance and the protection necessary for 
cooperative financial institutions to survive and prosper. ... The decade ahead will present 
new challenges to credit unions. The challenges can become opportunities for credit 
unions willing to provide the services their members expect. To take advantage of the 
opportunities, we must have a return to traditional credit union unity, solidarity and 
philosophy. ... The late President John F. Kennedy stated ... our purpose eloquently when 
he said: "United there is little we cannot do in a host of cooperative ventures. Divided, 
there is little we can do, - for we dare not meet a powerful challenge at odds and split 
asunder."30

30 1982 VCUL Annual Meeting Report.
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Joseph     Bergeron,     1982-Present  

Sadly, Howe never had to opportunity to enjoy his retirement; instead, he passed away, hand 

still firmly on the tiller, at a conference of credit union executives in 1982 at the age of 72. As the board 

had already been contemplating his departure, the transition went smoothly and Howe's assistant, 

Joseph Bergeron, was formally installed as League President on March 13 of that year.

This appointment represented something of a departure from the previous pattern of succession. 

Beginning with Roy Bergengren, all Vermont's League Managing Directors/Presidents had assumed 

their positions late in life after having retired from their primary careers. By contrast, Bergeron, at 

twenty-five, was the youngest person to ever assume the leadership of a state league. Though there are 

a number of reasons for this change, it can be largely understood as another sign of the credit union 

movement's growing professionalization.

In earlier years, the managing director had been largely assisted by the volunteer work of the 

board, and, when a new leader was needed, people with board experience were thus the most qualified 

candidates for the job. However, as the increasing complexity of its services forced the League to 

expand its staff in the 1970s, the professionals' knowledge of the League's functions became much 

more in-depth than that of its volunteers. As a result, when the board considered who would succeed 

Howe in 1982, Joseph Bergeron was the natural choice.

Raised in a credit union family (his father, Armand, served 

on the VCUL's board of directors for a number of years and was 

part-time manager of a small Catholic parish-based credit union), 

Joseph was hired as Howe's assistant shortly after graduating from 

the University of Vermont in 1978. Given the League's limited 

staff and resources, this role required him to wear many hats, and 

Bergeron often found himself on the road as a roving consultant 

and trouble-shooter for member credit unions. He also took the 

lead on a number of League initiatives, including ones specifically 

aimed at engaging young people (Bergeron was the first delegate 

from Vermont to CUNA-sponsored National Youth Involvement 

Board). Given the breadth of his activities and his intimate 

working relationship with Charles Howe, Bergeron was able to hit 

the ground running and initiate several ambitious new projects in 

Bergeron (top right) was recognized by the  
CUNA Mutual magazine Dimensions in 

1980 for his work with credit union youth.

Courtesy AVCU.
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his first years as the League's new President.

The Early Years

One immediate change was the decision to relocate the 

League's headquarters from Montpelier to South Burlington. 

As its functions and staff had expanded, the League's 

Montpelier quarters had become increasingly cramped and in 

need of repair, so the search for a new space was initiated 

shortly after Bergeron took office through creation of a 

building search committee appointed by 

then Chair Wanda Baril, and chaired by 

Joseph Finnigan, then CEO of the U.S. 

Government Employees Credit Union of 

Chittenden County (now Vermont FCU). 

After initially considering the building 

that currently houses the Ronald 

McDonald House on the corner of Pearl 

Street and South Winooski Avenue in Burlington, a structure in South Burlington was selected that 

continuously served as the League headquarters for almost three decades.

As a result of the 1983 transition to these new facilities, not only did the League have all the 

space it needed for its own functions, but there was also room for a number of new ventures. Though 

not a direct project of the League itself, one of these new initiatives was "Dataline of Vermont," which 

grew out of a VCUL-spearheaded search committee tasked with researching existing data processing 

systems. Formed in 1983 as a co-operative venture (with initial administrative support from the 

League) between about a dozen credit unions and housed on the second floor of the new building, 

Dataline was intended to be a locally owned and administered alternative to the data-processing 

The Vermont Credit Union Center (and VCUL HQ) in the 1980s.

Courtesy AVCU.

Bergeron addresses the crowd at the "Operation 
Grass-roots" pro-credit union rally in  

Washington, DC, 1991.

Courtesy AVCU.
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services, such as CUNA Data, that were then used by most Vermont credit unions.

Though it lasted for a number of years and experienced periods of moderate success, the project 

was plagued by a number of issues. On the technological front, the equipment Dataline installed had 

been designed for a single credit union rather than a dozen, and a great deal of time and money had to 

be spent in order to make the system actually function properly and efficiently. Furthermore, even 

when technology was not causing headaches, the organizational structure of the company posed a 

recurring source of friction among the participating credit unions. There was no single authority 

empowered to make important decisions for Dataline; rather, all of the participant credit unions had to 

come to a consensus before anything could be done. This led to numerous conflicts over the next 

several years which resulted in several credit unions withdrawing from the project. Eventually, that 

issue was resolved when the G.E. credit union bought out the stakes of the other owners, and the 

enterprise gradually wound down over the subsequent few years.

A second major initiative that was housed in the League's new South Burlington building was 

the Vermont Credit Union Center. The Center was a full service credit union branch, complete with 

League-provided tellers, that served the members of fourteen credit unions from across the state. Their 

members utilized the Center as a branch of their credit union, and league staff utilized policies from 

each participating credit union and conducted settlement and transmittal of transactions daily. Initially 

operated completely manually, the League's first computer was acquired and software developed to 

automate the recording and transmittal of transactions. That software eventually became the basis for 

initial development of what later became the League's CUcard ATM program. The participating 

institutions were mostly of middling size with few branches and limited hours, so the availability of a 

full service branch in the Burlington area was a convenient way to increase service to their members. 

The Center did brisk business through much of the 1980s, but its usefulness was gradually eclipsed by 

the spread of ATMs, and it closed its doors in 1990.

Though the first credit union ATM was installed in Vermont in 1980, the League's sponsorship 

of an ATM program significantly accelerated the adoption of the machines throughout the state. Later 

described by Bergeron as the League's "crown jewel," the initiative was initially run in partnership with 

the Vermont National Bank before moving to Chittenden Bank. When Chittenden decided to drop the 

service, the League returned to using Vermont National Bank. However, when that institution was 

acquired by Chittenden Bank, the League banded together with two credit unions and three community 
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banks to create the Falcon Cooperative ATM Network, which was serviced by BankNorth. After that 

bank was also bought by an out-of-state conglomerate, 5th/3rd Processing Systems (now known as 

Vantiv) was brought in and has remained the service provider down to the present.31

Another role that the League embraced in an increasingly systematic way in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s was that of publicizing the movement as a whole. While its Publicity Committee had 

engaged in sporadic advertising since the 1970s, 

1988 witnessed a number of credit unions in 

southeastern Vermont and southwestern New 

Hampshire joining together to form an advertising 

cooperative which bought ads intended to promote 

both individual institutions as well as the movement 

as a whole. After several years of moderate success, 

the League initiated a similar project on a state-

wide basis in 1992 that aimed to promote the credit 

union movement to Vermonters in print, on the 

radio, and in television spots.

While the eighties had been a period of 

relative political quiet for the movement in 

Vermont, issues on the national stage in the mid-nineties required a level of mobilization that had not 

been seen since the fight over share drafts in the 1970s. After the banking lobby issued a number of 

legal challenges to the right of a credit union to accept small groups with differing common bonds as 

members, a call went out to credit unions around the country to show their support for new Federal 

legislation aimed at allowing federal credit unions to continue that practice, which had become a major 

source of membership growth. The Vermont movement sent two bus-loads of people to Washington, 

D.C., where they joined credit unionists from around the country for a massive rally in support of the 

bill, H.R. 1151. Largely as a result of the pressure exerted by the participation of credit union people in 

the so-called “Credit Union Campaign for Consumer Choice,” the bill passed by a wide margin in both 

the House and the Senate, keeping the door open for thousands of small groups to join existing federal 

credit unions when they did not have enough people to form their own institutions.

Along similar lines, extensive advocacy efforts were undertaken beginning in 2003 in the 

31 Joseph Bergeron, interview by author, South Burlington, Vt, September 14, 2011.

Vermont credit unionists visit Machu Picchu, Peru, 2007.

Courtesy AVCU.
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Vermont statehouse to completely re-write the state's credit union statutes to bring them on par with 

federal law. After some contentious political wrangling, the desired bill was successfully enacted in 

2005., and the heightened awareness of credit unions in the statehouse generated by that campaign has 

persisted down to the present.

New Millennium, New Challenges

At the beginning of the 21st century, the League continued to both fill long-standing roles (such 

as that of political advocate) and take on new responsibilities. One such novel initiative was the 

promotion of financial literacy. For much of its history, the League had engaged in educational work, 

but its focus had been primarily on imparting vital skills to credit union staff and volunteers. In the 

2000s, that mission was expanded to providing general financial education. To promote this end, the 

Social Responsibility Committee spent much of 2008 laying the groundwork for member credit unions 

to bring "Certified Credit Union Financial Counselor[s]" onto their staffs to help "provide solid 

financial advice for members who are struggling with difficult financial situations."32

This educational mission received a further boost the following year, when the Association (the 

League had updated its name in 2006 to the "Association of Vermont Credit Unions") was awarded an 

$137,000 Federal grant to create a program aimed at improving the financial literacy of Vermont high-

school students. To develop and implement this initiative, called "Economy of Me," the Association 

employed its first youth financial literacy advocate through applications submitted by video. Colin 

Ryan, an occasional hobbyist stand-up comedian, travels to high-schools all over the state. His 

presentations were well received, and, by early 2012, Economy of Me had reached over 8,000 

Vermonters.33

Additionally, this period saw the return of shared branching in new forms. While the Vermont 

Credit Union Center, which was among the first shared branches in the country, had been ultimately 

supplanted by ATMs, the establishment of the League's CUCard program allowed members of 

participating Vermont credit unions to use the ATMs of any other credit unions in the network as if the 

machine belonged to their own institution. After expanding steadily for a number of years, AVCU 

entered into an arrangement with the international CO-OP ATM network in 2008, which provided the 

members of participating credit unions fee-free access to more than 28,000 ATMs in all fifty states and 

ten foreign countries.

32 2009 AVCU Annual Meeting Report.
33 Colin Ryan, email message to author, January 31, 2012.
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That same year, the AVCU also partnered with the CO-OP network to create an in-state shared 

branching system where members of participating credit unions can utilize the branches of other 

participating credit unions as if they were their own. The Vermont system is part of the national Credit 

Union Service Centers network, which facilitates similar inter-credit union cooperation in all 50 states.

Another practice that was revived during this period was engagement with the international 

credit union movement. In its early years, the League had taken a special interest in the development of 

credit unions in Fiji, sending donations to its movement and hosting its movement's visiting leaders on 

several occasions. However, this broad outlook seemed to have been replaced by a more provincial 

focus by the 1970s, with local and national issues absorbing the lion's share of the League's attentions 

for several decades.

The renewal of an international perspective seems to have really gotten underway in 2005, 

when, after the devastating tsunami in Southeast Asia, the Vermont movement raised several thousand 

dollars for relief efforts. The following year, at the suggestion of former AVCU board chair and 

Vermont's first member of the World Council of Credit Union's board Ron Hance, Bergeron pursued 

the creation of an international partnership with the Peruvian credit union movement through WOCCU. 

The Association and a number of member credit unions hosted a visiting delegation of Peruvian credit 

unionists in 2006, and their hospitality was reciprocated in 2007, when seven Vermont credit union 

people traveled to Peru and signed a partnership agreement between the Vermont and Peruvian 

movements.

The strength of this partnership was affirmed when, in response to a devastating earthquake in 

Peru that occurred shortly after the 2007 trip, the Vermont movement raised $5,000 to aid the recovery 

of its "sister" credit unions. This act of solidarity was followed up in 2010, when Vermonters again 

visited Peru to assist with the creation of an ATM network. Additionally, the AVCU has helped the 

Peruvian movement investigate the feasibility of creating a deposit insurance program, and Bergeron 

testified before Peruvian legislators on several occasions on the topics of credit union taxation and US 

credit union operations.

While the movement's relationship with Peru has perhaps been the most involved, Vermont 

credit union people also engaged with a number of other credit union movements around the world. In 

2007, a group of Vermont credit union people visited Quebec to study the caisse populaire system in 

that province, and President Bergeron went to Poland in 2008 to learn about the country's rapidly 

expanding credit union movement. The movement's continued international perspective was further 
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affirmed in 2011, when, in addition to returning to Poland, Bergeron visited the Netherlands to learn 

about Rabobank, that country's unique cooperative banking system.

Finally, any discussion of the credit union movement in the early 21st century would be 

incomplete without mentioning the profound impact of the financial crisis of 2008 and its resultant fall-

out. Following the failure of Bear Stearns and the massive subsequent Federal bailout of the banking 

system in October, 2008, there was a great deal of concern as to what the future held for the credit 

union movement. Many corporate credit unions found themselves in dire financial straits when the 

financial instruments they held turned out to be worth a fraction of their face value, and credit unions 

were tapped to backstop their insurance fund.

However, such strains were offset by a new wave of support for the credit union model. In his 

2009 Message to the Association's annual meeting, Bergeron noted that "consumers are flocking to 

credit unions as they receive more and more favorable press coverage as a safe harbor in an economic 

storm. " The following year saw the biggest surge in Vermont credit union membership in recent 

memory, and such growth, in combination with lending practices during the mid-decade boom years 

that were generally more cautious than those of commercial banks, buffered credit unions in both 

Vermont and around the country from the worst of the economic economic turmoil. "As challenging as 

2009 may have been in credit union circles," Bergeron quipped in his 2010 Message, "consumer 

popularity made it a good time to be a credit union."
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Conclusion

Reflecting on his career as a credit union organizer, Roy Bergengren observed in his memoirs 

that "we got away with something great because we did not know any better. We beat the dragons of 

our time because we did not know what terrible monsters they were. Our experience will have value 

only as it encourages a new crop of dragon slayers within the credit union movement."34 Fortunately, in 

the decades after his passing, new "dragon slayers" did indeed come to fore to help negotiate the 

hazards of economic recessions, banker attacks, financial crises, and rapid technological change.

As a result of the sacrifices and hard work of thousands of credit union volunteers and staff, the 

Vermont movement has grown from its humble beginnings at the Burlington Rendering Company in 

the 1930s into a cornerstone of the state's economy. When Bergengren helped to found the Vermont 

Credit Union League in 1947, the state's movement was comprised of a few scattered and disorganized 

institutions. Sixty-five years later, the Association of Vermont Credit Unions employs 9 people and has 

a yearly budget of $1.7 million, while its constituent organizations boast 310,00 members and $3 

billion in assets. By 2012, the vision of the movement's founders that all Vermonters be eligible for 

credit union membership had been achieved, and half are currently credit union members.

With tens of thousands of members and hundreds of millions of dollars in assets, some 

contemporary credit unions appear quite different from the comparative tiny institutions of the past. 

However, the fact that all credit unions, large and small, exist "not for profit, not for charity, but for 

service" continues to set them apart from other financial service providers in Vermont. Though the 

movement has experienced many challenges and changes over the years, the one constant has been a 

continuing commitment on the part of the state's credit union people to remain true to the core values of 

credit unionism. As Bergengren concluded at the end of Crusade,

The pages of history are full of the stories of great movements which have attempted to 
win by brute force, lying propaganda, bribery and corruption. In the beginning they 
flourished. In the end they were conquered by the Imponderables--courage, faith, loyalty, 
honesty, qualities of mind and heart that persisted in man, whose yearning is for freedom. 
The history of the credit union movement is unique because it conquers with the 
Imponderables. Idealism creeps into any organization when people have more interest in 
what they can do for each other than what they can get out of each other."35

So long as the "the Imponderables" continue to be central to the work of Vermont's credit unions, the 

movement's future remains bright.

34 Bergengren, Crusade, 354.
35 Ibid., 354.
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Notes     on     Sources     and     Suggested     Readings  

While this history has drawn from a wide diversity of sources, I've leaned most heavily upon 

information gleaned from the VCUL/AVCU annual meeting bulletins from 1957 onwards (those from 

the Bergengren era have sadly been lost, so that section is reliant on other sources). As such, in order to 

avoid overburdening the text with footnotes, I've chosen to omitted citations of quotes and information 

from those reports if it is clear in the text what year's report the information is from. For readers 

interested in digging into these sources, PDF files of the original reports will hopefully soon be posted 

on the history section of the AVCU's website (www.vermontcreditunions.com).

Additionally, given that Joe Bergeron is still (very much) amongst the living at the time of 

writing, a good deal of the information in the chapter that deals with his tenure was gleaned from 

extensive interviews with him. I've tried to cross-check information from these interviews with other 

sources wherever possible, but the reader should be aware of the methodological difference between 

that chapter and those that precede it.

* * *

For readers interested in further investigating the history of the credit union movement, a good 

starting point is the Moody and Fite's classic 1984 book, The Credit Union Movement: Origins and 

Development, 1850-1980. Based on an extensive reading of the CUNA archives, including the 

Bergengren-Filene correspondence, it remains the definitive treatment of the early history of the 

American Credit Union Movement. For those interested in a discussion of the American movement's 

last few decades, former CUNA speech-writer Paul Thompson is slated to publish such a book (the title 

TBD) in the summer of 2012.

If you're in search of a more international perspective on credit unionism, Canadian historian 

(and tireless promoter of co-operative studies) Ian MacPherson's 1999 Hands Around the Globe is a 

vital read, and Dr. MacPherson's other works on Canadian credit unions and cooperatives are extremely 

important resources for anyone interested in the history of the cooperative model. Finally, for a broad 

overview of the development of the cooperative movement in America as a whole, the most accessible 

introduction out there is John Curl's For All the People: Uncovering the Hidden History of 

Cooperation, Cooperative Movements, and Communalism in America.

Reviews of most of these books (and many others) by the author can be found at Credit Union 

History (http://cuhistory.blogspot.com).


