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CHERRY HILL — The Camden County Republican Committee on Thursday elected Thomas Booth of Voorhees as its new chairman, ending a month of internal backbiting and nasty whispering campaigns.

"May I be the first to congratulate you," said Cherry Hill's Stuart Alterman, seconds after learning he'd lost. "We need this enthusiasm to continue starting now," Alterman continued as Republicans cheered the gesture of conciliation.

"Let's not let what was said in this room tonight and the enthusiasm brought to this process ring hollow come November," said Booth, a 41-year-old attorney who also is an Army Reserve major. Booth, who had sought the chairmanship five years ago, said the display of unity ought to be "a rallying cry to take back Camden County."

The evening was a rare glimpse into the typically obscure proceedings of county political committees in New Jersey as well as a reminder that organized Republicans in deep-blue Camden County actually exist. More than 130 people squeezed into an overheated room on the basement level of the Cherry Hill Public Library. "If all these people showed up at elections, maybe we'd win sometime," one woman joked.

By unanimous vote, Republicans agreed to suspend the bylaws and cast secret ballots. The anticipatory energy of the room belied the fact that CCGOP had spent all of March breaking Ronald Reagan's 11th commandment and criticizing each other.

The party's leadership entered the month puzzling over a mysterious online campaign to pressure five-year Chairman Richard DeMichele to resign. The Haddon Heights attorney did so on March 9, citing an anonymous website portraying him as a problem drinker as the final straw.

DeMichele said the concerted effort to tarnish his reputation would only hurt candidates going into this year's elections. Longtime friends said DeMichele did not have a substance abuse problem and that the anonymous campaign was not a tactic the party should be associated with.

Republicans allied with Alterman were behind the campaign, though none had publicly claimed responsibility for it. While looking forward to November was the mantra of the night, a few Republicans admitted they were still upset about what had been done to DeMichele. In remarks to the room just before the vote, Alterman alluded to his longtime criticisms of the former chairman.

"From this day forward we will consolidate, unite and combine," the 50-year-old former Cherry Hill mayoral candidate exclaimed. "We'll make a statement to Democrats, to those who don't think we exist. Everyone in this room under my watch will be on the committee."

Booth said the night was not about making proxy judgments about DeMichele's leadership. "I cannot accept and I categorically reject that we cannot win in Camden County as Republicans," said Booth, who'd briefly challenged DeMichele in the chairman election five years ago. "Our values are superior to the other side. We don't need to be the anti-Democrats. We can be Republicans."

Republican candidates in Camden County often have cast themselves not as social conservatives but as alternatives to the status quo. The Board of Freeholders and Cherry Hill Council have been completely controlled by Democrats for nearly two decades. This fall three council seats and the mayor's office are up for grabs here. Control of council is at stake in Gloucester Township.

"A lot of people in the Camden County Republican organization have a newfound energy," said Gloucester Township GOP Chairman Ray Polidoro. "The Camden County Democrats have surely underestimated the results of what has happened here tonight."

"Look around you. This is the most together we've been in I can't tell you how long," said Booth, 41, the married father of three. "Please don't go away. We need your help in every single municipality."
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