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SINGLE TAX INVESTIGATION IN WARHINGTON.
By Henxy George, Jv.

The most important public oceurrence in the District of Columbia
in favor of the single tax cause tock place last Saturday, March 12,
when the Distriet Comumissioners gave s public hearing on Tom L,
Jobnson’s bill to shift taxation in the District from improvements
to land values, . To those not
familiar with the . form of
District government it should
be said that there is no
municipal legislative body
here. Congress passes all the
" munieipal laws and has them
adminigtered by three com-
misgioners appointed by the
President, Each .house . of
Congress has a District Com-
mittee to which all matiers.
pertaining to legislation for
the District of Columbia are
" referred, The District com-
mittees customarily - refer
much of their business to
the commissioners, whose ? :
approval or condemnagion . . i
in most instances determines HENRY GEORGE, JR. -
the action of the Congressional committees; Mr, Johnson’s bill,
on bemg introduced in the House, was referred to the District Com-
mlttee, and by that commiitee referred to the District Commis-
kloners. It was, therefore, here that the first contest” had $o be
miade; &hd in accordance with public notice the friends and oppo-
tients of the bill assembled in the office of the Board of ‘Commis-
sioners Saturday ab noon, |
. It was an interesting ldittle assemblage, ,-’I‘he three: commis-

Henry George, Jr., eidest son of Henry George, was born at Sacramenio, Cal, on the
3d of November,1862. He recelved his education at public. schools,.learned to get
type In San Franeisco; came East in 1881, and after spending some time on the Brook-

" 1yn Eagle ag a reporter, he went with Mr. Georgs as private secretary to Englardin
1883-B4 He was managing éditor of THE BrA¥DARD in 188D and sinee 1890 has been
engaged In newspaper Work At  WasHidgton, D.0. Laet summer he made s ttip fo
England as ths uorrrespondenh of, BBverat bapers in the United States, among ihem
being the Bostdn Glaby; the Nelv Fork World, the Chlcigo News, and the Indianapolis
Bentinel, when heslsdiwrote .waek]_,r lettefs for Tam BTarbaRD,. Hels a tiard studerif;
fnd & clear and giac: oFul erf:cr. whe is corbain t6 ks b mark for himdeis;



2

sioners, experienced- ooking, white-haired men, sat together in a
bow window, with a large table before them. At one end of the
table sat Mr. Johnson; with his maps, books and papers, and at -
either hand Congressman Warner  and Congressman Simpson.
Near by sat Charles Hemingway, who had draffed the bill; Ranged ~
about the room and crowding in the doorways were promivent
citizens, °property owners,” and persons conspicuous in the single
tax movement. Against the wall, but in places whers they could
hear, sat the District Assessor, Matthew Trimble, and his three
agsistants, one of them a middle-aged, fine-looking colored man.

The chairman of the board, Commissionér Douglass, politely, and
: o in the briefest man-
ner; explained the
reason of tHe hear- ~
-ing, and read the
bill under consider-
ation, after which
he called upon Mr,
Johnson to .speak
upon it
Everybody gave
clope ‘attention
when Mr, Johnson
~arose. I appear
in Lehalf of this
bill,” said he,
“ which proposes
\ to change the plan
of assesging prop-
erty in the District
of Columbia by
relieving improve-
ments and putting
taxation entirely
on land values. I
~ do not come here
(UONGRESSMAN TOM L, JOHENSOXN., in antagonism to
any inberest in the Distriet. I am not unfriendly to-the Districk,
-1 come to urge what I believe will be a great benefit to the
District and its people,” , ’

- Commissioner Douglass gravely nodded assent and Mr, Johm-
son went on: “We find by looking at the assessment returns
of the District for 1891, that the value of improvements just
about equals the value of the land. - That is to say, the resulf
of -that assessmeni is, thai{ the houses, . the improvements,
all that lies above the land; is about equal in value to the land
_itself, 8o, that if the tax sssessmentremains as it is, and you wese .
- totake the tax off tho dmprovemiontsy & ralse tha same Smovnt of |
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 money ¥ou would have to levy twice the rate on the land, or $3
instead of $t.50.” ’ ’ i
Mr. Johnson then sprea? out on the table a large map of the Dis
_trict of Columbia. Hepaid that af first blush it might be thought
that this change would fall heaviest upon the poorer people of the '
oity, but the contrary is true. He had taken twelve blocks in the
most important part of the business centre, and twelve blocks in
the poorer residence section, and found that, according to the
assessor's. published figures, in the latter locality the value of
improvements amounted to 69 per cent., and the value of the land
81 per cent. of the total real estate assessment ; while i the former
section, that is, in the business centre, almost the reverse is true, 39
per cent., of the assessed value constituting the value of improve-
ments, and 61 per cent. the value of the land. In other words,
that in the residence rection the improvements exceeded twice the
value of the land they rested upon, while in the husiness section the
land value amounted to almost double the value of the improve-
- ments, .

“If you start from the center of the city,” said Mr. Johnson,
pointing to the map, © you find the value of the improvements low
as compared to the value of the land ; and as you approach the out-
skirts you find the value of the improvements is high, So thatto
Telieve Improvermnents of taxation does not relieve the people in the
center of the ciby, but the penjle in the small "houses towards the
outskirts—the people having small homes.”

The commissioners seemed interested in this statement, the chief
assessor was a little confused, and a bunch of single tax me'n, sit-
ting in a corner, broke into loud applause and looked as happy as if
they had just heard that they were heirs to large fortunes, Mr, John-
son smiled and sald that that was only the beginning, that his
deductions had been drawn from the official assessments, bué that
those assessments were far from the true conditions, sinee after a
carefiil study of the subject, employing the services of six experi-,
enced and well-known real estate afrents, he had coneluded that the
most valuable land in the city was greatly undervalued by the
assessor, Theso real estate experts selected twenty-eight typical
blocks from various parts of the city, and without kiowing what
the information was desired for, had determined land value, excha-
give of improvements, from their knowledge of recent sales. The
value of the land of -these twenty-eight blocks as given by ths
assessor was $3,850,000. - As estimated by the experts this
value amounted to $15,204,000. In one block, perhaps the most
valuable block in Washiongton, the assessor’s valuation amounted
to only 14 per cent, of the experts’ valuation, and some lots were
assessed at $6 a square foot, for which the owners had refused $65 a
square foob, Butb, working away from the centre of the city, it was
found that the assessor’s valuations were found to be mearer and
nearer the true value of theJand, The assessed value of the land in
the whole District is $76,451,000. The true value, as based on the
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estimate for thess twensy-e.ght typical blocks, is $305,904,000.

Commisgioner Douglass = * That is, as you go out towards the out-,
gkirts the assessment and valuation approach each other?”

Mr, Johnson : ““ Yes, sir.” . : : .

'Commissiouer Douglass : © And as you come towards the centre
of the city, where land is more valuable, the - assessment and valua-
tion get wider and wider apart?” :

Mr, Johnson : *‘ Yes, sir. - And that is natural when you come to
think aboutit. The smail owner,~who has only a small -amount of
property, bas not the time to go to the Board of Equalization and
have the assessment reduced ; but the man who has $150,000 worth
of property can well afford to go before the assessors and have his
aseessment cut down., My attack Is.on the fundamental ‘principle
of the scheme. Taxing improvements is in favor of the rich and -
against the poor ; it operates to prevent improvements, and puts a
premium on the miserable shanty which stands next to a fine build-
ing. And it is the man who will put up the fine buildings, and who

will make other improvements in the city, that we would like to
have.” We would like to get rid of the chanties, This plan malkes
. it every man's incentive to do the thing we want.dons. We charge
him no more fax whether he has a building on the land or whether
it is vacant. Under the present system we tax him in proportion
as he improves,” »
Mr. Johnson then handed around soms cards containing the fol-
lowing tabulations : :

Preszent revenues: from Ia;nd ............................ $1,131,605
“ ‘e * improvements...,............. 1,080,883

i LA f personalt¥............eeenaen... 180,368
Total.......v....... eeee. 82,342,943

Official assessment of 28 typiesl blocks... $3,850,809
True vaitle = i b i . 15,294,867
Asgessed value 1s, therefore, 23 per eceit. of trus value,

Ofelal assessed value of all land in the district......... 876 451,028

- Estimated true value  f¢ o« 4 . e T 805,904,112
Revenue from trne value of land : i

AREOTE.. L. on each $100. $2.5342,043

At 1.00.... ... on each 100, 3,059,041

At 1,00'and §L.50. .. .. on eaeh 100, -.I7 45000000

Mr;-Johnson then pointed out that if a true valustion of the Iand
were made by the assessor a sum far in excess of the present rev-
enue would be raised without inoreasing the rate of taxation. The
present revenue obtained from taxing both land and ‘improvements
amounts to $2,842,943, and tho present tax i3 $1.50 in $100 on resi-

+dential and business land, and $1 on farming land in the dis-
trict, - On a true valuation of the land, $4,500,000 could be
raised at the present rate of $1.50 and 81 in the $100, $3,050,041
could be raised by a tax of 81, and the present revenme of-
$2,542,943 by a tax. of 78 cents. Mr, Johnton said, in conclusion,
that he had taken great care in making his estimates, and thought
that if there was anything wrong, with them it was thas they were
too conservative, He then snnounced that if the commissioners
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had any questions te 2sk he would be glad to try and answer, But_
the commissioners had nothing whatever to say, They denied
nothing; they affirmed nothing.” They did not open their lips.

But 2 lady, the only lady present, Mrs, . E. E, Briggs, a.large land
owner, wanted to say gomething, She putin a vehement protest
against tranaferring taxation from jmaprovemsnts and concentratiag
itonland. “Iownasquare,”she said. *'Ii iz open, save for one
house, which I oceupy, It is practically an open park and improves
the valus of the houses facing it. I don’t get a penny forit. T have
already to pay money out in the taxes.” _ o

Commissioner Douglass: “ Sheisons of the persons whom the
bill would hurt, She is one of the large owners of unimproved
property.” . S g

Mr, Johnson : “1t is not possible to devise a scheme that does
not hurt gomebody. It would not hurt her if she improved her land.
It offers an inducement to improve land, The pregent plan offers
an inducement to keep land unimproved.”

A ‘man in the back got up at this point. It was our good single
tax friend, Monahan, who couldn’t keep still any longer. Address-
ing the lady, he said: I would like to ask what would be the
conditien of Washington if everybody used their land as thiy lady
does—with only one house on a whols sguare I S

- Mr, Jobnson answered that * the effect would be that Washing-
ton would soon be without a population,” and there was loud
langhter. _ : :

Dr, Robert Reyburn, famous'throug_hout the country as one of the
physicians attending Garfield at hig assassination, quietly arose and
‘declared himself strongly in favor of the bill. He believed land
values should begr the burden of taxafion, and gave s number of
striking instances of the way the improver wasg. punished and the
way the land holder, simply as holder, was rewarded. Hoa ear-
nestly hoped the commissioners would approve the. bill, and that it
would go into effect. : ’ SR

When Dr. Reyburn sat down another Property owner was ready,
He waa Thomas H. Smith, owner of valuable ‘land, improved and
unimproved, and, indeed, of the very building in which the hearing .

-was then going on. He had como in late and stood in & doorway,.
his eyes enapping and his whole manner breathing - defiance,
He wanted to know who the bill was “going to henefit.” Did it
propose to exempt the owner of the big Washington Loan and
Trust office building? L

- Commissioner Douglass answered and showed that he had
obtained a clear idea of the bill. Hosaid: “ The bill operstes
“without regard to individual interest, the individun) being mergead
in the whole, The argument i3 that the assessthent of land at its
true value, ag the figures show, would raise $4,000,000 instead of
two and a half or three millions, It would ‘make a difference. to
the Washington Loan and Trust Company, and so it would to the
man who owns property next to i, but it-would equalize the thing,
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‘and would induce people who own land to improve it, = At the
same time the Distriot would get more revenue.” ' -

" Paul T. Bowen, representing District Aszembly 66 of the Enights
~ of Labor, which had, after exbaustive discussion, endorsed the bill

by unanimons vote, was the next to address the commissioners,
and he made a ringing single tax specch, saying that his organiza-
tion supported the bill because they believed it would bring about
three great results : Firstly, increase employment and raise wages;
gecondly, lower rents; and thirdly, give velief from taxation,

After Mr. Bowen came George C. Henning; president of the
Traders National Hank of Washington. He stated that eight
years ago he suggested, through the columns of the Washington
Post, the plan which now appears in the bill under coasideration,
without knowing that he had been anticipated by another—Henry
George—in regard to this matter of the taxing the value of land.
He said that this method of taxation would raise the revenue
necessary for the local government with the least expense and the
least possible hardship to the people. .

By this time Mrs, Briggs had got together again, and ventursd to
remark that the bill could not help the renter, because the landtord
would add hisland tax to his rent. .

This brought John De With Warner to his feet. “The extent of

‘ ; ‘ the rent,” said he,

" tthat the land-
lord can exact
from the tenant
must depend upon
the supply of
houses, If we
have in the city
of Washington as
we do have, a
large number of
Iots that bhave
houses upon thewm,
and alarge num-
= per of lots which-
/ do mot - have
7 houmes upon
. them, then the
systemof taxation
which fines or
taxes the man
who puts & housé
~upon & lot, ve-
CONGRESSMAN JOHN DE WIIT WARNER. duces the num:

ber’ of houses which are offered to tenants, and thereby enables the
landlord to ¢harge higher rents to the man who wants torent. While,
omi the otheér hand, a system of taxation which will relisve the man
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who is'a public benefactor by building more houses, from any. part

" - of the taxes on those improvements, and will offer inducements for

building more houses, the number of houses in proportion to the
number of tenants will be increaged.” ' o,

"~ Mrs. Briggs : ‘It seems to' me that the poor man who has to pay
the rent will be taxed.” -

Mr. Warner: ““Sofar as my experience goes, it is not the poor
man who can afford to hold lots which are unimproved and which
have no houses upon them, 1t is the people who can afford to pay
taxes, and who do not have to pay rent, but own their own houses,
and who can afford to hold vacant lots, So far as the Poor man
owng any land itis that on which his little houss is located, and
under the present system it i taxed more than it would be under
the plan proposed.” ' :

. W, Oyster, of the Federation of Liabor, was the next supporter
of tho hill, and spoke in much the same strain as Mr, Bowen, Hao
and Mr., Bowen, he said, represented nine-tenths of all the mechan-
ice in the District of Columbia, and that they were as g unit for
the bill, ° '

The last objector to the bill was M. I, Weller, & proniinént real
estate agent, and a member of the East Washington Asggociation, a
landowners’ organization, Curiously enough, Mr. Weller was ons
of the experts whom Mr. Johnson had called in to help him deter-
mine the real value of the land of Washington., Mr, Weller had
* come to gcoff and stayed to pray”—that is, he learned so very
much before he got up to speak, and from interraptions during hig
speaking, that he seemed perplexed ‘and corfused, and afterwards
admitted that he half believed the other side had the best of the.
argument. Among other things, he said that there were now thres
thousand vacant houses in Waghin glon, whereupon Charles New-
burg got up and poured in half a dozen questions that went to
prove that there were 4 great many houses in ‘Washington con-
taining two, three, and four famiiies each, and that if it was pro-
posed to give everybody a separate house there wouldn's be enough
houses to go around. '

~ Evervhody lsughed, anl Mr. Weller joined, but he made no
attempt to answer. He merely remarked that if houses got a0 -
cheap people with money wouldn't invest, at whioh a voice said :
“But wouldn’t the mechanic build? Yes, he would.” :

Jackson H, Ralston said he addressed the commisgioners in behalf
of the Washington Singls Tax Club. He made a short, terse,
pointed argument that sent every shaft home. Among the things
he satd was this, that the number of houses was noi the only thing
t0 be considered ; the character of the houses had a great deal to do
with the matter. He cited the case of Baltimore, in which, in 1881
and 1832, that city relioved manufacturing establishments of all
kinds, no maiter how extensive, of all taxation, and atated that the
manufaciosies had shormously increased in consequence.

My, Jobngon ologed the -hearing with #he following epl
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ited words: “I wish to thank the comnissioners for their
- courtesy in giving us such an extensive hearing, and I will
only occupy a few moments in closing. There i8 one side of
this question that I purposely did not touch, upon in opening
this discussion, That was the ethical side. I merely presented sta- -
tistics to show that the value of the land of this District was really -
$305,000,600 instead of $76,000,000, as assesged. But the stroug side
of this case i the ethioal side, It is in answer to that question
which a man is apt to ask at first, ¢ why s it that one class of prop-
erty should bear all the burden of taxation ? Why is it that men
should not divide this load of taxation according to their weaith?’
The answez is very gimple, and it is the greatest mistake in civili-
gatioﬁ to-day that it has not been universally appreciated. Land
in the District of Columbia gets every farthing of its benefif fromn
government; every street completed, every sewer built, every single
dollar spent in improvements benefit land values, and can benefit
nothing else. Just as you beautify the city, you increase the
value of the land. The value of any building or of any
ariiclo of any kind, whether it is a church steeple or
2 wheelbarrow, is measured by its cost of production.
You 'rcaamot measure land values that way. Land values are
measured by an entirely different measure, Imagine all the sewers
of Washington, all the pavements, buildings, and everything that
makes this city beautifvl, taken up bodily and put down twenty
'iniles"from here, at a place where land is of little or no value, That
instant that land would be worth §305,000,000, and this land where
we now stand only that of farming land. The value of land s a
creation of the community. And it belongs to the communify just
as much s other things belong to the individual. And why ghonld:
the community tax other things when it possesses this walue, a
value mere than ample for its support?”
| Mr, Johnson was vigorously applanded when he finished, and
Commigsioner Douglass, on behalf of himself and his colleagues,
expressed warm thanks to Mr, Johneon and the others who bad
gpoken for information they had tendered. The commissioners
will report their declsion on the bill in a few days.
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