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WHEN a man is in camp he will undertake tasks which an otherwise invincible 

objection to manual labor would inspire him to refuse with scorn. He becomes a 

hewer of wood and a drawer of water without money and without price. If he were 

offered the customary pay for such service he would meet the proponent with flouts 

and gibes mingled possibly with curses. 

 

It is the primeval curse of the industrial system that the hardest labor as well as the 

meanest and the most disagreeable is the worst paid, and this fact lies at the root of the 

labor movement, which is primarily an effort to readjust and equalize conditions in so 

far as that may be accomplished by force of combination. A lawyer is paid $10,000 or 

more in a single fee. A hod carrier gets $4 a day and his labor is far more grinding and 

exhausting than that of the counselor at law. 
 

THE LADDER OF ASPIRATION 

 

Liberty, equality, fraternity come in their order. We .have compassed in this country a 

certain more or less imperfect quality of liberty. The effort to establish equality of 

conditions is still little more than an aspiration contending with the scheme of the 

universe and with what its best and complacent beneficiaries are pleased to call "the 

eternal fitness of things." 
 

ARTIFICIAL OBSTACLES 

 

Some of the obstacles that lie in the way of equality are natural and irremediable, 

others are purely artificial. The single tax idea represents an aspiration whose aim is to 

correct an altogether artificial form of inequality and injustice. The single tax theory 

is, of course, logically impregnable. The argument is so convincing that it is beginning 

to make an impression even on those who do not understand it. By way of example 

the Chronicle the other day printed a ponderous editorial discussing, the single tax in a 

patronizing way, but at the same time showing a fundamental ignorance of the root of 

the matter. To quote: 
 

Land is in sight and can not get away. Its value Is more easily determined than that of 

any other class of property. No others tax is so immediately and automatically 

distributed over. the whole community as a land tax. It would be promptly passed on 

in the form of increased rents, just as high labor cost of building and doing business in 

this city now is passed on, in higher rentals and high retail prices of commodities. 



THE HALF BAKED 

 

This is characteristic of the sort of half baked economic misinformation to be found in 

the Chronicle's editorial columns. The very foundation of the single tax theory lies' in 

the fact that a tax on ground rents can not be passed on to the consumer in the. shape 

of increased rents or in any other way. John Stuart Mill writing of ground rent says: 
 

A tax on rent falls wholly on the landlord. There are no means by which he can shift 

the burden upon any one else. 

 

TWO KINDS OF RENT 

 

There are two kinds of rent—that which is paid for the use of the ground and that 

charged for tenancy of the improvements. A tax on the improvements can be passed 

on to the occupier, but that on the ground rent can not. It is fundamental to the single 

tax theory that it proposes to levy only on the ground rent. 
 

AN ELEMENTARY LAW 

It is not worthwhile here to expound the argument to prove that a tax on ground-rent 

cannot be passed on to the consumer. It is enough to say that this is an elementary law 

of economics not disputed by any body worth consideration. In fact, if the tax on 

ground, rent could be passed on to the consumer the whole theory propounded by 

Henry George would fail and be destroyed. His idea was to appropriate for the good 

of the state "the unearned increment" of land arising from the increase of population 

in its vicinity. If the ground landlord could pass on this tax to an innocent party—the 

tenant --- the whole purpose of Henry George would be defeated. 
 

NOT ORIGINATED BY GEORGE 

Henry George did not originate the single tax idea. Thirty or forty years, before he 

wrote, this passage was printed in Mill's Political Economy: 
 

It is only in exceptional cases like that of the favorite situations in large towns that the 

predominant element in the rent of the house is the ground rent, and among the very 

few kinds of income which are fit '"subjects for peculiar taxation these, ground rents 

hold the principal place, being the most gigantic example extant of enormous 

accessions of riches acquired rapidly and in many cases unexpectedly by a few 

families from the mere accident of their having themselves aided in the acquisition by 

the smallest exertion, outlay or risk. 

 



"THE UNEARNED" INCREMENT" 

The very phrase, "the unearned increment of land," on which Henry George's theory is 

based may be found in Mill's work. 7 Whether he was the first man to use it I don't 

know. So much may be said in the interest of the truth of history and without seeking 

to detract in anyway from the merit of Henry George's work; which developed the 

theory to its logical consequences. I may be permitted to add that it is a misnomer to 

call it a tax. The proposition reduced to its ultimate logic would appropriate for the 

purposes of government the whole ground rent. 
 

STUMBLING BLOCKS 

 

Let us not imagine because the argument for single tax is logically convincing that 

there is any immediate prospect of its adoption. We are not at all a logical people and 

we rather cultivate a certain high nosed contempt for theory. My purpose in what I 

have written was to illustrate the difficulties and the obstacles that lie in the way of 

establishing equality of conditions even where these are purely artificial, as in the case 

of "unearned increments." We all know what a tough fight we have had to establish in 

practice the principle that public service corporations should pay to the municipal 

treasury a smart rent for the use of the streets, and this is merely extension of the 

single tax idea; to the "unearned increment" of franchises. Later we shall apply the 

same principle to the use of water powers. 
 

POSTAGE STAMP RATE FOR POTATOES 

 

Now comes Phil Francis in the Stockton Mail and propounds a theory quite as 

plausible and interesting as that of Henry. George, with this difference, that he desires 

to correct a natural and not artificial inequality. Brother Francis has a most ingenious 

scheme to abolish the geography, or at least make it null and void. He would compel 

transportation companies to carry all freight at a flat rate, irrespective of distance. The 

shipper in San Joaquin, for instance, could send his potatoes or his grapes for the same 

rate to San Francisco and to New York. The result would be to put the shipper in the 

Imperial valley, for example, on an equality with the man whose farm is close by the 

great markets. It is another plan to correct the inequality arising from unearned 

increments. The proximity of a farm to some great market gives it a value purely 

accidental and unearned. 
 

THE RIDDLE OF THE UNIVERSE 

 

The whole scheme of the universe is based on inequality, frequently aggravated to the 

degree of gross injustice. Punishment falls alike on the, just and the unjust! The 

mother, or the wife of the convict endures as much pain as the man who goes to 



prison. The innocent suffer for the guilty. The sins of the fathers are visited on the 

children. We strive to compass justice and we fail miserably. It is the riddle of the 

universe. 
 

SOME ANSWERS FOR THE RIDDLE 

 

The other day in San Francisco an Italian person read aloud in a public place a 

translation of Haeckel's "Riddle of the Universe." A policeman arrested him for 

inciting a riot. 

 

Some years ago D. H. Robert of the Examiner was riding home on an owl car and 

reading Haeckel's book. The then district attorney got aboard and sat down by Robert 

and by way of making conversation he inquired: "What is the editor reading tonight— 

novel?"  Robert, being a man of few words, handed him the book. "Ah," said the 

officer of the law after examining the back of the book as if it were a volume of 

reports, "I see— 'The Riddle of the Universe' just as I thought." 

 

So we find that the policeman thinks the riddle of the universe is an incitement to riot 

and perhaps he is not so far wrong. A district attorney, learned in the law, confounds 

the riddle with some polite fiction like Ibsen's "Ghosts," and it may be that even he 

was not so far off his base.  Brother Barry and Judge Maguire would solve the riddle 

by taking for public use the ground rent of the Phelan block, and Phil Francis would 

put a postage:stamp on a Stockton potato, sending it forth to subdue the world and 

reform the map. 
 

WHO IS YOUR BROTHER? 

 

We seek the triple goal of liberty, equality, fraternity, but the march is weary and 

painful and the progress slow, even discouraging. Centuries are but as milestones by 

the way. Barbour Lathrop, who used to be a newspaper man in this city and is now an 

inveterate globe trotter, once told me of a meeting he had with Prosper Merrimee and 

some Englishmen in British India. The talk turned on the government and control of 

“the lesser breeds without the law.” 

 

"You Englishmen,” said Merrimee, “know how to handle the natives. A Frenchman 

comes to them and he holds out his hand, saying, 'Liberty, equality, fraternity,' but the 

Englishman, he says, 'Get down on your knees, you damn nigger. Look at me. I am 

god.'" 

 

Liberty we have in some measure. Equality we strive for with halting and uncertain 



gait. We are just beginning to think about fraternity in the shape of peace among the 

nations. 

 
 

ONE VIEW OF JUSTICE 

 

While on the subject of our striving after justice I may be allowed to quote from a Los 

Angeles Times editorial: 
 

The dismissal by Judge Lawlor yesterday, In pursuance of the order of the court of 

appeal, of the famous bribery cases against Patrick Calhoun, Thornwell Mullally and 

Tirey L. Ford marks the collapse and finis of the fiercest and most brutal persecution 

by means of the prostitution of Judicial machinery in American annals. 

 

Obviously somebody owes Abe Ruef an apology unless, peradventure, we may 

assume that he provided $200,000 from his private purse to buy a franchise for the 

United Railroads. 
 

WHO OWNS THE AIR? 

The bitter newspaper war now raging in Los Angeles is not without its entertaining 

features and incidentally it raises some questions of curious interest. For example, can 

a wireless message be stolen? There is no property in the air, which is the medium of 

transmission. A man may shoot a wild duck flying over his land or crossing a public 

road. There is no property in these creatures of the air, and it may be that the wireless 

message should be classed among the fowls of the air. 
 

INDICTED 

 

At any rate, Otis has procured the indictment of Earl, who contrived to get hold of and 

print a wireless message from one manager of the Herald to another directing the 

latter to publish certain matter relative to the newspaper wrangle. The point of the 

disclosure was, of course, to supply evidence that Otis owns and directs the policy of 

the Herald as well as the Times, which, after all, was no secret. An amusing phase of 

the situation lies in the brave show that the Herald keeps up in the way of flouting the 

dearest aspirations of Otis. Thus the Herald editorially:   

 
 

Today political advantage lies with the progressive wing of the republican party. 

Senator Robert M. La Follette was never so formidable a candidate for the party’s 

nomination in 1912 as now. He has succeeded in keeping in the limelight and playing 

the heroic part during all of this tariff tinkering at Washington, and his zeal, his 



indefatigability and his agility to be doing and saying things at the opportune moment 

remind us more of Colonel Theodore Roosevelt in his days of official life than any 

other man now in the public eye. That La Follette will be the leading candidate of the 

insurgent republicans for president is now certified. 

 

In a political sense La Follette is poison to Otis and so the ridiculous masquerade is 

maintained. 
 

A SPACIOUS ASSET 

Now, this wireless business inspires the Express (Earl’s paper) to get back at the 

Times thus: 
 

A morning newspaper in this town that habitually exalts property rights above human 

rights falls into a curious blunder while discussing the "vice of socialism.” It declares 

socialism to be vicious because it destroys the sense of ownership of property. Then, 

snatching forth the owner of an unmortgaged acre, it stands him on that acre and puts 

this Claude Melnotte language on his burning lips: 

 

"This is mine. From the caverns of fire In the earth’s center to the crust on which I am 

talking it is mine. The minerals and the rocks and the waters underneath are mine. The 

sunbeams that irradiate it and the rains that fall upon it are mine-The 45 miles of 

oxygen and hydrogen and nitrogen above it and the vast reaches of interstellar space 

above the atmosphere up to the whirling planets in the heavens are mine.’’ 

 

Not so, beloved and too tender poet. "The 45 miles of oxygen and hydrogen and 

nitrogen above it and the vast reaches of interstellar space above the atmosphere up to 

the whirling planets in the heavens”—all that is the private property of the United 

Wireless company. 

 

The attention of Receiver Bresse is directed to this valuable asset. Here are 45 miles 

of assorted chemicals at his mercy. The lightning’s bolt has become a form of 

property like a pound of figs. 
 

THE GRAND JURY REMONSTRATES 

Indeed, the squabble among the Los Angeles newspapers has grown so acrimonious 

that the grand jury of the county has felt constrained to make public condemnation of 

the methods employed. Quoting from the jury’s report: 
 

In this report, however, it is necessary to state that there is much to deplore regarding 

the methods employed by newspapers in Los Angeles in just such cases as this 



telephone controversy. Personal animosity and individual grudges, submitted to the 

people each day through the newspapers, wherein publishers of newspapers use 

reprehensible methods to discredit each other, are most disgusting. 

 

Nevertheless, and by reason of the other indictment concerning the rape of the 

wireless, Earl is making charges that the jury is controlled by Otis. The English 

language is being subjected to a terrific strain. 
 

THE COMEDY OF LEMONS 

The fast and furious comedy that fusses and swirls about the duty on lemons in 

southern California has taken on this new phase, as related by the Los Angeles 

Graphic: Underground gossip from Washington is to the effect that the fuss over the 

lemon tariff in the two houses has been altogether a program, for the benefit of 

Senator La Follette of Wisconsin, who is to have the California delegation in the next 

repub- 

 

... 

 
 


