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William- N, McNair Had A Purpose

“That's old stuff” Bill McHNair
has the philosophic attitude. His ex-
periences have imporiance to. him-
self, if at all, only objectively.
Therefore, if you want him to talk
about his three turbulent years asm
mayor of Pittsburgh you must indi-
cate that your queries are not.just
gossip. If your purpoge is in some
way to advatice the Georgiat move-
ment he will not hesitate to give you

“many details you did not expect,

I had heard that his sudden resig-
nation from office in 1926 had itg
trools in a fight to force Pittsburgh
land speculators to pay wup delin-
guent taxes. But sinee this ¢am-

Ppaign, extending over hig thrée years

in office, was hardly reported.by the
press, not even in his own <city, the
slory is known to only a few people.
What is known about MeNair, thanks

to the newspapers, is that he ate. ‘

apples in public, had himself arrest-
ed, played a fiddle very poorly, and
generally behaved in a manner un-
becoming the high office he held,

If his.odd behavior had no pur-
pose MclNair might be considered a
psychopathic case. Indeed, his polit-
ical opponents had him trailed by

“brain specialists in the hope that
-some such charge might be brought

against him. But to those who know
McNair, and are familiar with his

troubles in office, his antics did have =

2 purpose.
- "For, many years he had been run-
mng. for office, ahy office, without

- hope of ever 'bemg elected for the

oppoY tumty political action crave him
to talk about the principles of Henry
George. “I wanted an excuse for

.using a soap box,” he explains, When

the Roosevel! landslide in 1932 made

‘“him mayor, to the astonishment of
everybody, mostly McNair, he con-

tinued his crusade. Also, he opened
up the - schools and other public
Luildings to {he Henry George School
of Social Bcience, which at one time
conducted forty classes with an en-
rollment of a thousand students in
Pittsburgh. ' o

But, the pubhc press completely

ignored his Georgist speeches. That

“ences to the land gbestionh, 7
your - knowledge came from other
" sotirces than the pregs you would
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he camé late to a publi¢ gdthering

" was headiined; but the editorial blue

pentil worked overtime on his fefer-
Unless

néver know that McNair had any so-
eial phﬂosﬁphy or fiseal poliey. -
The campaign of Silence was on.
A - Pittsburgh newspaper man told
me that editorisl orders were to “tay
-fo" McNmr But McNalr wag al-

| wAy4 “good copy" becaiie he wWas

always dolng somiethitg 4 ingyor
shouldr’t do. One day, for instance,
he had himsélf arrested; that is, he

insisted on the execulfion of & War-
rant obtamed by hig political oppo-
nenits, who htrped he would follow
" the  guiet procedute of putting up
ail. Not MeNair,

He called in 4. police offmer had
rhimself taken to jail, sent for some
apples and a copy of *Progreéss &nd
Poverty,” and procesded to ekxplain
1o nis Tellow jail-birds that {hey were
not to blame for their prédicament,
but ,were the victimis of & wrong

. economy, ‘The arrest of a4 mayor is

obvicusly frovt page news. But only
oné papér, in a4 small paragiaph at

the end of the atory, mentioned his
gpeech to the prisoners; and Yyet,
fhat was why he had himseelf ifesr-
cerated,

His attempls to b‘fe&k thirotigh the
congpiracy of silénce failed: In the
light of thig failure one wonders
whetlier his anties were ill-adviged.
But, hindgight is fulile; and it is
questionable whether any ofher
miethod would have had more guctess
in breaking into the landlord-ton-
trolied press. Judgment of MeNair
st be based on his unwavering
sdheretice to principle, hot on  his
metiods.

«pfy. troubles started whet I stait-
ed gotreting thentd of in Pitis-
purgh—forcing tax dedgers to pay
up. My Law Department told e
it could ot be done; that even 3f T
did foreclose for taxes, the City
wauld have to gatisfy the mortgagors
before title couldl be obtdined, As
a lawyer I knew this was bosh. I
fited the Law Dopdrtiment. Action
apHingt tax dodgers resulted in the
pollections of millions of doBlars: In
order to start proceedings ggainst
thage tax dodgers I had to advatice
from iy owr pothet the tiecessary
iegal fees, because the Couneil would
fot vote mé the mohey.”

How land speculators and their
political henchmiéni opefate When a
fight on their privileze iy precipl-
tated is disclosed in the follo“nng
incideiit.

“f aimed only at the blg down-
town fax dodgers, mainly betatise
here was the greatest haul. MBesides,
the little fellow-is farvely defingtient
because thée bank which héldd his
mortgage Seés to it that he is nbt.
The big landiosd either has o iroft-
gage or is hot both#red about tdxes
by his bank.

“One day tlie Hewspapers, which
hadn't given much afttentisi to thy-
tax-collecting eampaigh, cdie out
witih a story that I was squeezing
the little mome owrier. I dehjed it.
The next day thiey published the
names of several srmall hothe owiiers
against whoro action had Weén stdft-
¢d. Soms cletl, evidently codthed,
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had slipped these phonies into the
pile of papers handed me to sign.
The newspapers never mentioned the
names of the downtown landlords I
was really gunning for.”

The collection of delinquent taxes
was actually necegsary to keep the
city functioning. Each year the
Council would appropriate a million
doliars less than MoNair needed to
run the City;. each year he would
collect the million, and would have
something over for the general funds,
Which brings up a question: how
much of our rent, even under the
present inadequate system of taxa-
tion, is illegally retained by our
landlords?

The politicians learned soon after
McNair took office that he would
not “play ball” and schemes to get
him out of office began almost im-
mediately. The incident which led
to his resignation traces back to one
of his first official aets. The politi-
cal leader whom he had appointed
City Treasurer was in the insurance
business, and expected to act as
broker for the city’s insurance; the
commissions fotalled about $20,000.
MecNair wanted to give some of this
business to an indigent henchman.
' The City Treasurer wanted all of it
S0, McNair advertised that the in-
surance would be given to brokers
who were delinquent in their city
taxes. “In that way,” he said, “some
‘brokers avho were in danger of los-
ing their homes benefited, and the
city got the revenue.”

Politicians do not forget.

Under the law judgments obtained
by the city for tax delinquency are
outlawed after five years, unless re-
newed—by the mayor. The job of
listing these Jjudgments: for the
mayor's signature, done by rubber
stamp, is a chore of the City Treas-
urer. The Treasurer’s office did not
choose to do this job within the spe-
cified time, the city lost some $300,-
000 in judgments, and the mayor was
legally at fauwlf. Malfeasance is a
criminal offense,

McNair discharged his treasurer.
Thus the blame was legally placed
where it properly belonged. But the
City Council, which had fought the
mayor throughout his term, refused
to confirm any nomination he made.
They wanted the same treasurer be-

cause, aside from being politically
safe, he represented the legal means
of getting rid of MeNaijr.

A “ripper” bill designed to abolish
the office of mayor in Pittsburgh
had already heen passed by the
Pennsylvania legislature. MeNairs
term in office was therefore of
doubtful duration anyway, The pros-

pect of fighting a criminal action-

wasg

distasteful. Without a City

Treasurer bills and payrolls could |

not be met, and while the fight with .

the Council Wwas going on the mu-

nicipality was practically at a stand-.

still. BIl McNair resigned.

“I found,” he says, “that I had
less chanee to expound the theories
of Henry George in office than when
I was soap-boxing,

The Georgist

who thinks he can advance the cause |

s an office holder does not know

that he cannot hold office unless he |

keeps his mouth shut. If he talks
up it won't be long hefore he iz out
of office,

“That’s probably as it should be.
The politicians give the pecple what
they want if the people know what
they want and are articulate abhout

it. We cannot and should not ex-
pect land value faxation until enough

people ask for it, and do so intelli-

genily. The School is building that -
educable elite which brings about

real reform always.”

I asked him about the Pittsburgh |

Graded Tax Plan,

“All right ag far as it goes, but |
Taxing :
buildings half as much as land hag
the tendency fo encourage building,
But rents in Pittsburgh are very |
high, indicating that the exemption |
of buildings simiply raises the value |
The speculaters discount

it doesw’t go far enocugh.

of land,
the exemption,

“Besides, unless the people know
what he is trying to do, the man in
office is helpless to effect permanent
reforms. You can overcome the dif-
ferential of the Graded Tax Plan by

merely ‘raising the building assess-!

ment.”

And then, in his characteristically
informal manner, he uttered a pro-
found truth:

“You cannot change the folkway
of the people overnight, Pittsburgh
aimply @&id not understand what I
was trying to do. If we had had a
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few thousand graduates of the Henry
George School  who could have ex-

" plained my purpose to their neigh-

bors maybe 1. would have accomp-
lished more.”

Maybe McNair has had an effect
on the folkway of Pittsburgh.

~FRANK CHODCROY.
o



