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Lawson Purdy’s Career in Property Tax Reform

By Priirr H. Corvick

FORTUNATE 15 THE MAN whose natural bent, training and experience
qualify him to play 2 part in some great movement of his time. Such
a man was Lawson Purdy in the quarter century preceding the outbreak
of the first world war. Already steeped by environment and education
in the concepts of individual liberty and private initiative on which our
nation had been founded, and with a grasp of the obligations and responsi-
bilities imposed by citizenship, his imagination was fired and his life given
purpose by the teachings of that great American, Henry George. '

These words must lack full meaning to those of the present generation
who have no personal memories of the happy, hopeful days when Lawson
Purdy was at the height of his power and influence. In a world shattered
by two devastating wars and fearing a third, in which aggregate taxes
levied in the United States for the support of federal, state and local gov-
ernments have mounted as high as $400 per capita, individual liberty, the
property tax, and the dynamic teachings of George may seem relatively
unimportant even to some of the younger readers of this journal. For an
underscanding of the full import of Lawson Purdy’s extensive and suc-
cessful labors, it is therefore essential to describe the environment in which
he worked.

As late as 1912, aggregate taxes levied in the United Staves for the
support of all levels of government had amounted to less than $29 per
capita. Of that total, about one-half had been levied on taxable property
for the support of state and local governments, in general under ancient
statutes adapted during colonial days from English medels, and more or
less planlessly amended and interpreted from year to year as the develop-
ing economy spawned new forms of property. Low as the figure for
1912 appears in the light of what has happened since, it was four times
as high as the corresponding figure for 1860-—three years before Mr.
Purdy was born. The steady increase during the intervening decades had
become a matter of public concern. Official commissions were appointed
to study the problem and suggest remedial legislation. Among the pro-
posals which emerged from these studies and stimulated the formation of
citizen agencies for tax reform, were those looking to the classification of
property for purposes of taxation.

This growing movement for reform of the property tax was greatly
stimulated by the appearance in 1879 of Henry George’s “Progress and
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Poverty.” George, of course, was much more than a mere tax refofmer.
His purpose was to use rax reform as a means to sweeping social and econ-
omic reform. Inicommon with two of the great British liberal indivigual-
ists of his time—John Stuart Mill and Herbert Spencer—he regarded the
existing system ojf private land tenure as a basic iniquity. He shared
their fears of unduly expanded governmental powers. Unlike them, he
proposed to restore the common rights of all men to the planet on which
they were destinefd to live out their spans by absorbing into the public
treasury the full, economic rent of bare land through taxation. |This
device, he contended, would achieve his clearly-stated objective by peace-
ful means, and with the use of only such governmental agencies as|were
already in existenée.

By the time thf:: young Lawson Purdy had attained his majoricy, Henry
George was already well on his way to becoming both a national and an
international fi gL;re. George’s vigorous writings, soon translated| into

other languages, and his speeches in the United States, Great BntalT and

the British oversezs dominions, had a magnetic influence on many of his
contemporarics—among them, some whose names have since been indelibly
written on the paiges of history: for example, Leo Tolstoy, Sun Yat Sen,
George Bernard Shaw, and Winston Churchill. Obviously, it was no
mean company with which Purdy chose to align himself.

Always practical minded, Lawson Purdy saw that a thorough knowledge
of existing tax law and of the law of property, would be a great asset to
him in that segment of the rotal task to which he dedicated his life] He
therefore set out to make himself a master in those branches of the law.

That long and important part of his subsequent career during which
he worked primarily in the ficld of raxation falls into two major parts.
Although they are inextricably intertwined and overlap in time, they will
be treated separately in the pages which follow. These will deal firsg with
his work in the révision of the tax laws; and second, with his work in the
administration of those laws.

i. Mr. Purdy’s Work in Fax Law Revision
It MUST NOT BE ASSUMED that one can go to the session laws for any year,
ot to the legislative records concerning such a session, and find| clear
proof. thar Lawson Purdy was instrumental in obtaining the enactment of
any given piece of legislation. In a relatively few cascs, one will find
that he had served as secretary of an official commission which d afted
bills subsequemljr enacted into law. In a Jarger number of cases, one
will find that, in his capacity as president of New York City’s Commis-
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of legislative comimittees for the enactment of certain pending bills In
the main, howevc%, he attained his objectives by his therough understand-
ing of the tax laws and their operations, by maintaining friendly relations
with influential ﬁégures in the legislature, and by his skill in utilizing the
influence of organized groups of citizens.

Among the organizations through which he worked at various times,
two deserve specnal mention. The first of these was the New Yorll Tax
Reform Assocnatmn, organized in 1891 by a group of followers of
George under the: leadership of Thomas G. Shearman, a dnstmgmsh
torney and civic ]eader of his time. Staffed and officered throughout its
long and influential career of more than forty years by followers of Hlenry
George, its chxef financial and political support came from indiyidual
and cerporate raxpayers with more limited objectives. These can pdrhaps
be summarized 35: follows: the simplification of the tax laws, the r duc-
tion of costs of taxpayer compliance, provisions to bring about mo e ef~
fective administration, and the modification of those elements i
property tax which had degenerated to the point of becoming taxes on
honesty rather than on property. Bills originated by the assocjation
still survive in the charter and administrative code of New York |City,
and in the stare tax laws of both New York and New Jersey. Mr. Purdy
served as its secretary from 1896 to 1906, and was influential in its pro-
gram throughout'its life.

The second of | the organizations through which he mobilized a
portant segment (of public opinien in support of his program was the
New York State Conference on Taxation, which held the first f its
several sessions at Utica in January, 1911. It is significant that thel New
York Tax Reform Association took the lead in establishing the new or-
ganization, in response to an appeal signed by five official delegates|from
the state of New York to the conference of the National Tax Association
which had met in‘the fall of 1910. The signers were: E. E. Woodbury, of
the State Tax Commission; 8. A. Carlson, mayor of Jamestown; Lawson
Purdy, at that time president of New York City”s department of raxes and
assessments; Edw%lrd L. Heydecker, his assistant commissioner and right-
hand man in that post; and E. R. A. Seligman, professor of economics at
Columbia University.

Arthur C. Pleydell, at that time secretary both of the New York Tax
Reform Association and of the National Tax Association, served| with
Heydecker on the committee on arrangements. The effectiveness of the

sioners of Taxes and Assessments, he sent written requests to chairmen
1
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organization is amply indicated by the fact that the legislature, alteady
in session when tlixe first of these conferences convened, enacted six [laws
based on cenference resolutions and five additional ones which gre
of conference deliberations.! Subsequent conferences proved a
equally fruitful. |

It is worth noting, in passing, that the names of Edward L. Heydgcker
and Arthur C. Pléydeil are closely associated with that of Lawson Purdy,
both in revising the property tax laws, and in 2dministering those laws.
Also life long followers of Henry George, they early became Purdy’s close
friends and devoted co-workers; and remained members of his unigquely
effective team until death intervened.

Of the many bills enacted into law as the result of Lawson Purdy’s efforts,
only a few can be described here. For convenience, they will be| pre-
sented under five headings: those designed to draw a more p
line between real.and personal properties; those designed to remove| per-

ecise

sonal property from the assessment rolls compiled by local assessors; those
designed to improve administrative procedures for the valuation of real
estate; those desig:ned to provide for 2 more equitable distribution among
minor civil divisions of tax burdens on real property imposed by the|state
or by counties, and for a fairer apportionment between classes of real prop-
erty assessed by different agencies; and those designed to simplify and clarify
procedures for the enforcement of licns based on arrears of taxes on real
esrate. :

Establishment of a Clearer Line Between Real and Personal Property|
[N THE EARLY DAYS of the property tax, the test of mobility served ade-
quately to distinguish between real and personal property. Land| and
the structures erécted thereon, were immovable, and constituted real es-
tate. Furniture, ‘vehicles, tools, hand looms, and livestock, for example,
were clearly movable, and few difficulties arose in classifying them as
personal property: ‘The distinction was important chiefly because of pro-
visions in the general property tax laws which permitted 2 raxpayer to
deduct his outstanding debts from the taxable value of his personal prop-
erty, but not frorfl that of his real estate.
With changing conditions, new forms of property emerged which
confronted owners, assessors, and courts with difficult problems.| For
example, the po]e;s, wires, tracks, pipes, and conduits belonging to public

utility companies, and lying under, on, or above the public streets and

1 New York S!ni: Conference or Taxation, First and Sccond Conferemces,| 1811,
1912, Albany, J. B./Lyon Co.. pp. 7-17.
¥
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highways, were hardly movable. On the other hand, they were not at-
tached to lands owned in fee simple by the owners of the attachments,
or held under the lizsual form of leaschold. In course of time, they came to
be classified for purposes of taxation as personal property; and, after the
companies had deducted their outstanding bonds and notes there was |lictle
or nothing left to tax,

The New Yorkf Tax Reform Association, of which Lawson Purdy was
then secretary, took part in preparing a bill to correct that situation,
and used its skill ;and influence in obtaining its enactment. The bill de-
fined as real estate the propertics of the public utility companies lying
within the public' streets and highways, together with their special fran-
chises to the exclusive use for specific purpose of the lands within those
streets and highways; and provided that the state tax commission should
ascertain their value and certify them for inclusion on the property tax
rolls prepared by local assessors. The bill was enacted into law as chapter
712, laws of 1899. The ensuing legal battle did not come to an end until
the United Statestuprerne Court, on May 29, 1905, affirmed the degision
of the New Yorki State Court of Appeals? which had sustained the act in
its entirety.

In 1900, the first year in which the tax commission exercised its new
powers, the amount certified for inclusion on the local rolls was ($266
millions. In 1916, when the commission began to report separately the
values of the intangible and of the tangible elements in the special fran-
chise properties—that is to say, the exclusive rights to the use of publicly
owned lands lying in the streets, on the one hand, and the improvements
essential to their use, on the other—the total value had reached $650 millions
of which $331 millions represented the land value. Since no part of that
land value, and only a small part of the improvement value, had ever ap-
peared on the rolls prior to 1900, the new act represented quite an achieve-
ment. '

Partly as a reslt of conflicts between state and local authorities grow-
ing out of the new act, partly also because of problems created by subse-
quent acts, other steps were necessary to clarify the distinction befween
real and personal property. As has already been pointed out, the test of
mobility served clearly to classify 2 hand loom as personal property; it
failed with respect to a much heavier power loom, bolted to the ﬂool‘, and
attached to its prime mover in any one of a variety of ways. This difh-
culty was resolved in chapter 726, laws of 1917, as amended, more fully

2 People ex rel. Mefropolitan Street Railway Company 3. Tax Commissipners, 174
N. Y. 417. :
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described below, v}hich provided that “machinery and equipment

used

for trade or manufacture and not essential for the support of the building,
structure or superstructure, and removable without injury thereto™ wege to

be treated as personal property.?

Elimination of Personalty From Local Tax Rolls

HENRY GEORGE FIMSELF Was uncompromising in his insistence on| the

total exemption of_ all types of personal property from all forms of faxa-

tion. ‘The existence in the constitution of New York of a limitatios

the rate at which property could be taxed, which was—and still
applicable in all of the state’s larger cities, interposed a very real obs
to the attainment of this objective. On the other hand, if progress
to be made toward the development of more precise valuations of

h on
15-ar
acle
were
real

estate, some means had to be found for eliminating from the assegsor’s

duties the time consuming——and largely ineffective—rtasks of listing

and

valuing tangible and intangible personal properties. The constitutional-

ity in New York of the classified property tax had already been derpon-

strated by earlier experiments, and taxes imposed in lieu of a tax on prop-

erty had already made their appearance in the state.

Against this background, the group of tax reformers led by Lawson

Purdy formulated a program for eliminating all forms of tangible an

tangible personalty from the property rolls maintained by local asses

A steady stream of acts, emerging from the legislature during a third
century, was required vto accomplish this purpose. Some of the

merely applied common sense to the problems of listing and val

specific classes of éproperty, leaving the local assessors nominally reg
sible for the maintenance of the classified rolls, but imposing the
tasks on others in better position to discharge them. Others proj
for lieu taxes administered by the state or county, with the cities!
towns sharing in'the proceeds. A few granted outright exemptio

i in-
SOES,
of a
acis
luing
pon-
basic
vided
and

n to

designated classes of personalty. A smafl number out of the total are

described here by way of illustrating the methods used.

Prior to 1901, every local assessor was required, in addition t
numerous other duties, to ascertain who, within his jurisdiction, o
how many shares bf stock in what state and national banks, and to 1
a value to such in‘_dividual holdings. Returns were incomplete, valua
were difficult to establish, debts outstanding were deductible, and n
the taxes levied could be collected. Proceeding on the assumption

p his
wried

ssign
tions

ot all

that

only 2 bank itself ‘would be in position to know who its shareholders were,
how many shares they owned, and where they lived, the Purdy group

3 McKinney's Consolidated Tax Lows of New York, Book 59, Parc I, Sec. I

19-L.
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drafted bills putting bank stocks in a separate class taxable at a fixed
rate of one per cent throughout the state; providing that each share| was
to be valued at its proper proportion of the bank’s capital stock, surplus,
and undivided profits; and requiring the bank itself to collect the tax
from its shareholders, and pay it over to the officials of the tax district
in which the shareholders lived. ‘

The provisions of section 5219 of the revised statutes of the United
States, which then as now imposed limitations on the manner in which
states could rax npational banks; and the craditional jealousies betiveen
banks operating under national charters, and those incorporated under jstate
laws, posed dificult problems for the tax reformers. Nevertheless, three
bills embodying the new classified property tax on bank stocks were en-
acted in somewhat mangled form at the legislative session of 1901.* Since
that time, bank stocks have not been included on local tax rolls.

In 1905, the pﬁnciple of classification was extended to mortgages, a
tax of one half of one per cent per annum being imposed on them, instead
of the general property tax rate applicable to other properties.
was discovered that this tax had the effect of increasing the interest rate
on mortgages by an amount equivalent to the tax, the legislature of 1906
was prevailed on to substitute in chapter 532 the presént mortga
cording tax of one-half of one per cent. Under that act, any mortgage
which has paid its recording tax is exempt from listing and taxation as
property on the local rolls. By the provisions of chapter 802, laws of
1911, the principle of the mortgage recording tax was extended to secured
debts—that is to 4 wide variery of bonds, notes, debentures and other types
of written obligations, secured by mortgages or by deed of trust, on{ pro-
perty in New York or elsewhere. The payment of a tax at the samg rate
as the mortgage recording tax, to be evidenced by cancelled stamps at-
tached to the securities in question, exempted them from raxation as prop-
erty on the local rolls. Meanwhile, in 1910, the persistent tax reformers
led by Mr. Purdy had taken advantage of the widespread resentment cre-
ated by an act of legislature revising upward the scale of motor vhhicle
registration fees, in order to secure the inclusion of a provision that the
new fees should be in liew of all other taxes, general or local, to which
motor vehices had previously been subject. That removed autompbiles
from the property tax rolls.

In 1912, a frontal attack was made on another of the assessor’s per¢nnial
headazches—the task of listing and valuing the household and personpl ef-

Ie-

4 Laws of 190%, éhap. 550 applicable to banks and banking associations, and [chaps.
‘132 and 535, applicable to trust companies.
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fects of individuals. 'This was done through chapter 267 which a2dded
subdivision 21 to section 4 of the tax law, in order to grant an outfight
exemption to all such property up to $1,000 in the hands of any one
person. Added to an older exemption for personal property exempt from
execution, this brought the total exemption of tangible personaley per
taxpayer to $1,250, and greatly reduced the amount of time which 3sses-
sors had to waste in looking for such properties.

In 1917, the tangible personal property of mercantile and mantfac-
turing corporations was removed from the property tax rolls by the im-
position of a state administered, locally shared, licu tax on those corpora-
tions. It was in this act, chapter 726 of the laws of 1917, as am}nded

from time to time, which now appears as Article 9-A of the states tax
law, that the sharper line between real and personal property cited dbove
appeared.

The cumulative effect of the acts here selected for comment, and of
many others of the same kind attributable to the influence of Liwson
Purdy and his colleagues, can be traced in the composition of the property
tax rolls of the state. In 1895, personal property had accounted for
18.39 per cent of all taxable property in New York City as then consti-
tuted; 12.16 per cent in the state as a whole. By 1920, the corresponding
percentages had dropped, in the five counties now included in New York
City, to figures ranging berween 1.02 per cent in Queens County and 2.53
in New York County; that in the state as a whole to 1.71 per cent. In
pare, because of the increasingly effective procedures for the valuation of
real estate made possible by these and other acts still to be described, the
state-wide ratio of personalty to total taxable property had dropped for the
state as 2 whole to 1.17 per cent in 1932.°

In 1933, the legislature enacted the final act in the long series. | This
was chapter 470 of that year, which provided that “personal property,
whether tangible or intangible, shall not be liable to taxation locally for
state or local purposes.” So far as the state of New York was concgrned.

the general property tax which had been described by Seligman as "beond

all doubt one of the worst taxes known in the civilized world,”® had feased
to exist. ‘Thereafter, local assessors were enabled to devote their full time
and energies to a better listing and valuation of real estate.

Provisions for Better Procedures for Valuation of Real Estate
F'HE HISTORY of the movement designed to provide assessors in New| York

5 Report of the New York State Tax Commission, 1933; Table 18, pp. 156-7.
8 Seligman, ~Essays in Tazxation,” (10th Ed.} New York, Macmillan, 1925, p, 62.
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with better rools for use in the listing of taxable and exempt real estate
begins with a special act applicable only to the office of county registr in
New York County. Chapter 349 of the laws of 1889, as amended by
chapter 166 in the following year, required the preparation of maps to
contain, in addition to all the streecs, avenues, roads, boulevards, parkways,
and water fronts in the county, also the dimensions of all parcels of real
estate, and provisions for indicating their locations by reference to syste-
matically oumbered sections, blocks, and lots; and the indexing and re-
indexing of all instruments affecting title to, or interests in, real gstare
by reference to those maps. Chapter 542, laws of 1892, required|that
real estate in New York County be described on the tax rolls also by the
use of the section, block and lot numbers appearing on the official maps
used by the county register.

These acts antedated the emergence of the Purdy influence on tax legis-
lation, but their provisions were repeatedly clarified and strengtxencd

by the amendments proposed by the Purdy group in the light of expemience
gained during Mr. Purdy’s long incumbency as president of the depart-
ment of taxes and assessments. One of the many notable amendments—
that of chapter 680, laws of 1913—provided that the designation of rax-
able parcels of real estate by the use of distinguishing numbers “shali im-
port into the zssessment rolls any necessary identifying description shown
by the tax maps.”"

The charter under which the greatly expanded city of New York began
to operate in 1898 made provision for extending this method of describ-
ing real estate on the tax rolls 1o the entire city, authorizing the yse of
ventative maps for the purpose until permanent maps of the newly an-
nexed territory could be completed; and establishing the office off sur-
veyor in the department of taxes and assessments for the purpose of |com-
pleting the maps, and keeping them abreast of changes.

On this foundation, Mr. Purdy and his colleagues next succeed;d in

having the legislature, in chapter 454, laws of 1903, ercct two added
improvements in procedure, by amendment of New York City’s charrer.
First, it was stipulated that *‘the assessed value of real estate shall be ser
down in two columns; in the first column shall be given, opposite each
separately assessed parcel of real estate, the sum for which the said parcel
under ordinary circumstances would sell if wholly unimproved; aFd in
the second column shall be set down the sum for which said parcel under
ordinary circumstances would sell, with the improvements, if any, icre—
on.” Second, it was required that the annual record of the assessed valua-
T Cf. Adminisérative Code of the City of New York, Chap. 7, Scc, 167-1.0,
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tion of real estate was to be delivered for publication as a supplement of
the City Record—the city’s official newspaper-——the record for each|sec-
tion, district or ward to be bound and sold separately.

After the systems of describing real estate by reference to tax maps,
and of improving the comparability of valuations assigned to individual
properties by the separate listing of the valuations assigned to land, had |been
tested in practice in New York City, the Purdy group took steps to ex-
tend them to other parts of the state, One of the major purposes lying
back of the establishment of the statewide conference on taxation above
referred to was to enlist support for this movement; and the first of the
conferences held at Utica in 1911 artests to the success of the plan.
Clapter 315, enacted by the legislature of 1911, authorized all citiey and
towns in the state to prepare tax maps, and to describe taxable real gstate
by reference to them after the maps had been approved by the statp tax
commission. Chapter 117, enacted in the same year, required all citles in
the state to provide an added column on their tax rolls for the entry of
“rhe value of the land exclusive of buildings theron.”™ The scope of |both
these acts has since been extended to apply to every tax district, or quasi-
tax district, in the state.

Equalization, the Fight on Competitive Under-assessment

[N NEW YORK, as in other states, the use of assessment rolls prepared by
city and town assessors for the levy of property taxes for county and
for state purposes carly created a difficult sitvation. Resort to a high tax
rate for purely local purposes, to be applied in a given town to a low| level
of assessed valuations, would provide the needed local revenues, aad at
the same time reduce the town’s burden of county and state taxes levied at
a uniform rate applicable throughout the county or state a5 a whole.| Be-
cause the larger cities were subject to the constitutional limitation op tax
rates already referrcd to, and because many smaller cities were subij:t o
tax r-te limitations imposed by charter, these units were not free to engage
in the gencral scramble for competitive underassessment, and found them-
selves saddled with undue proportions of the burden of state and county
taxes. The state legislature had therefore made statutory provisio for
equalization both on the state and on the county levels. The methods
prescribed had never worked well, because too lictle provision had| been
made for detached and factual analysis of the extent of underassessment.
The entire situation had become even more complicated following the
enactment of the statute requiring the state tax commission To asc rrain
the full values of special franchise properties, and to certify them for in-
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clusion on the rofls compiled by local assessors. While the courts had

quite generally sustained the valuations fized by the commission,
had in many cases sided with the companies in their contentions tha
commission be required to adjust the values certified for inclusion

they
£t the
on a

local roll to the same ratio of assessed to full value as that which preyailed

for the roll in question as a whole.

Mr. Purdy’s experience in developing methods for testing the acctracy

of the work of his deputy assessors in the valuation of the numerous dis
into which New York City is divided provided the basis for new le
tion, the recommendations for which were embodied in resolutions ad

ricts
gisla- -
bpted

at the Utica Conference in 1911, As a result, the legistature of thad year

enacted “chapter 801, which lays down a uniform rule for county ec
zation to be followed by all boards of supervisors;” and “chapter
under which the state board will hereafter equalize the assessments of s
franchises before certifying them to the various local boards.”®

These acts, repeatedly amended and supplemented since that time,
had a salutary effect throughout the state. On the county level, e
zation among cities and towns has been placed on a factual basis in
though by no means in all, of the state’s counties. On the state
there was a notable advance in the quality of the equalization pr

both between centrally and locally assessed properties, and amoni the

counties of the state while the state still continued to make levies o
estate for the support of its own functions.

Tax Lien Foreclosure

T 1905, AN ADVISORY COMMISSION on taxation and finance which had

juali-
304,
pecial

have
Jnali-
some,
level,
ocess,

real

been

appointed by the Mayor of New York City selected Lawson Purdy

secretary. The work of the commission emerged in chapter 490, l;lzls of

1908, in the form of 2 series of amendments to New York City’s ¢
These provided a new procedure for the sale and foreclosure of liens

as 1ts

rter.
based

on arrears of real estate taxes. All arrears of taxes, special assessments,
water rents and other charges constituting liens against a given pargel of

real estate were to be consolidated into one lien, and advertised for

le at

public auction. Every bidder at the auction was to agree to accel?t the
lien at its face value, the successful bidder being the one who agreed to

accept the lien at the lowest rate of interest, not exceeding twelve per

cent,

Failure of the property owner to discharge the lien within a stiphlated

time, or default in payment of interest on the lien, or in subsequent

wl‘:Cf. :{;port of Commissioners of Taxes and Assessments of the City of New
PP ke

2 Vol.

taxes
York,
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on the property, opened the way for an action to foreclose the tax

lien

under the provisions of the civil practice act applicable to actions to fpre-

close mortgages on real property.

The basic provisions of the act are still to be found embedded in chaprer
17 of New York City’s administrative code. They reappeared in a number

of special acts applicable to other cities and counties of the state, and

have

now been made available to municipalities throughout the state by| the

provisions of Title 2, Articie VII-A of the tax law of the state.

II. Mr. Purdy’s Work in Property Tax Administration
IN THE ¥ALL of 1906, Lawson Purdy resigned as secretary of the New
Tax Reform Association in order to accept appointment by Mayor G

York
¢orge

B. McClellan to the post of president of New York City’s Department of

Taxes and Assessmients. He served in that capacity also during the
of Mayors Gaynor and Mitchel—a total of eleven years.”

rms

At the time that he stepped into his new office, the department of faxes
and assessments was already well organized, well staffed, and equipped with

some of the basic tools essential to the discharge of its function. The d

puty

assessors had been selected by civil service, were experienced, and had

tenure of office; final tax maps werce available and were being currently

revised, for the greater part of the city, and tentative maps had been

pleted for the remainder; the department had completed its transiti
the new method of valuation required by the act of 1903 under which
values were to be reported separately from total value. The new pres

was therefore free to begin his work of developing valuation procedur
New York City, with many of the problers still confronting assess
numerous other American cities already satisfactorily solved.

Space will not permit a complete presentation of the many notable ¢
he accomplished during his term in office.  The emphasis will be plac
the new and emerging problems which he faced, and the devices he ad
from elsewhere or developed with the help of his co-workers for
solution.

9 Evidence of the esteem Mr. Purdy had won after seven years in office is to be

com-
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found

in a perition addressed to Mayot-clect John Purroy Mitchel. Tt requested the reappoint-
ment of Mr. Purdy to the post he then occupied, and was signed by sixty-six ¢mipent

lawyers, among them thirtcen who at one time or another served as presidents

of the

Association of the Bar of the City of New York. The fist included such distinFuished

citizens as Joseph H. Choate, one time ambassador to Great Britain; Robert W, de
noted civie leader in the fields of fine arts, charity, research, and planning; A

Forest,

ton B.

Parker, one time chief justice of the New York State Court of Appeals, and Democratic
candidate for the Presidency of the United Seates in 1504; and Frank L. Polk, Benjamin

F. Tracy, and George W. Wickersham, each of whom attained cabiner rank
national government.

in the
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Enough was said in the introductory pages to indicate that Mr. Purdy’s
primary interest was in the valuation of land. Deeply instilled in him, on
the other hand, was the knowledge that ours is a government of laws|and
not of men. Firmly as he believed that neither buildings nor perspnal
property were proper subjects for taxation, he accepted his obligation |as a
public official to systematize and improve the procedures for establishing
just and equitable valuations for these elements in the statutory tax base,
at the same time that he strove for more precise methods of valuing land.

The Unit System of Valuation

WHEN HE ASSUMED OFFICE, a decade had elapsed since the pioneer work of
William A. Somers in St. Paul had begun to attract attention. The basic
features of the Somers system included the use of 2 land value unic for the
valuation of lots of standard depth and shape, in conjunction with a depth
curve for the comparative valuation of lots which varied in depth from
the standard; a set of rules for use in applying the unit values tof lots
located at street corners, abutting on alleys, or irregular in shapej the
classification of buildings on the basis of shape, size, and type of construc-
tion with estimated cost of reproduction new for each class reduced|to 2
cost per square foot of floor space, or other suitable unit of quantity; and
with suitable provisions for depreciation due to age, condition, adequaty to
site, and other factors. Mr. Somers himself was retained for a time for his
advice and counsel in adapting his methods to the conditions existiig in
New York City.

Although the system of valuation which emerged for New York City
conformed to the basic conceprs of the Somers system, it varied from it
notably in its details. As in the Somers system, the unit foot consisted of
a hypothetical strip of land, located at or near the middle of a block frent,
with a frontage of one foot and a depth of one hundred feet at right angles
to the street line. On the other hand, the depth curve to be used in| con-
junction with it for estimating the value of lots which varied from the
standard depth was not the Somers rule, but the Hoffman-Neill rule. | The
latter rule was an adapration worked out by Henry Harmon Neill, at that
time real estate editor of a daily paper, of an early decision by Judge Murray
Hoffman, and of a rule of thumb which real estate men and appraisess had
based upon it. These had undoubtedly had 2 notable influence on market
estimates of relative values of long and short lots in comparable locations,
and had already received official recognition in the cruder variant known as
the Hoffman rule, used by another city agency in the apportionment of
benefit assessments on long and shore lots. There can be little doubt that
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the adoption of the Hoffman-Neill depth curve, based as it was on congepts
which had alrecady won wide acceptance among local real estate owmers,
managers, appraisers and agents, was-a brilliant stroke in the field of ppblic
relations. _
The most notable deviation of the system which emerged in New York
from the Somers system as it existed at the time was in the field of cprner
valuation. ‘The Somers charts and tables, based on studies in smaller dities,
treated the phenomenon of land value enhancement due to corner position
as one which normally manifested itself within a square one hundred by
one hundred feet. - Studies by Mr. Purdy and his associates soon convinced
them that the almost infinite variety to be found in New York City| pre-
cluded the use of any rule imposing an arbitrary limit of any kind. Ip the
long blocks extending east and west of Fifth Avenue, for example,
was abundant evidence that the pulsing life which gave the Fifth Avenue
frontages their high land values, extended its influence several hundred
feet along the cross strects on either side of the avenue. At the pther
extreme, changes in character of occupancy and in the direction of major
traffic flows in what once had been quiet residential sections, brought to
light clearcut cases in which'month to month rentals for the small stores
characteristic of the neighborhood indicated that corner influence extended
only twenty five feer in either direction.'® OJ
Another deviation from Somers system practice lay in the method used
for the establishment of the values to be assigned to the land value|units
on each of the thousands of block fronts in the city. In both systems| land
value maps were prepared in tentative form. The Somers practice, devel-
oped in cities with a high percentage of owner occupancy, was to shbmit
the maps to criticism at public hearings held in neighborhoods throughout
the city. Feeling that the sheer size of New York City, coupled with the
low percentage of owner occupancy in many sections, would make such 2
plan impracticable, Mr. Purdy resorted instead to the publication and sale
annually of a volume of land value maps, showing the tentative unit yalues
for all block fronts in the city established on the basis of sales prices, fentals
and other indices of value. The foreword invited suggestions and criticism.
That publication, begun in 1909, continued without interruption until
1944, when the war-induced paper shortage led to its suspension.

Objective Indices of Value
FROM THE OUTSET, Mr. Purdy impressed on his subordinates the necessity
for the systematic compilation and analysis of the fullest information

16 Gf, Proceedings, National Tax Association, 1913; pp. 281=3—"Discussion of prob-
lems of corner valuation by Mr. Lawson Purdy.”
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possible relative to every individual transaction, or judicial or administr;
proceeding, which would affect the description, or throw light on the v
of any parcel of property in the city. The material gleaned by the
trally conducted search of offices and courts of record on the state, co
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and local levels was supplemented by information collected by the deputy

assessors in the course of their work in the districts assigned to them.

able was used in testing the accuracy of the level of assessed valuatio:
boroughs, and by sections within boroughs. The results were pub

limited amount of information on true considerations in deeds then Tail-
i

and commented on in the successive annual reports of the department.

The

s by
shed

Data on rents were also used in testing the accuracy of the department’s
work, especially with respect to properties typical of large and relagively
homogeneous classes. For this purpose, the department resorted to the same
computations used at the time by many real estate men in estimating market

values—gross rents multiplied by a factor deduced by the real estate

mnen

from actual sales of comparable properties. In areas where there [were
large numbers of small ground floor stores leased on a short term pasis,
store rentals were used as a check on the accuracy of land value units

established on the basis of other data.

Rentals were used also in arriving at estimates of the extent of obgoles-
cence in buildings. In one of the relatively few technical articles witten

by Mr. Purdy, ke described the procedure as follows:

In using rentals as evidence, it is essential to determine whether
building is suited to the site. If the building is new, suited to the

the

site,

adequately rented, and properly managed, the toral value of the property

may be computed by capitalizing the net rent at such rate of retur

as is

customary for such property in that city . . . . An improved pargel of

real estate, whatever the character of the building, is never worth mor:

than

the net rent usually obtainable, capitalized at the customary rate, unless
the land itself, if it had no building on it, could be sold for a higher|price

than the capitalized net rent of the parcel with the building on it.'!

The technical pamphlet here quoted which was first issued as a sypple-
ment to the National Municipal Review in September, 1919, embodied 2
complex of interrelated ideas, each of which has since emerged in|more
highly developed form in text books and handbooks for individuals engaged
professionally in commercial appraisals. It is significant that, two decades
before the establishment of the professional societies which have since done

much to advance the art of appraisal, Mr. Purdy should have devel

oped

methods for the application of these concepts to the problem of mass ap-

1 Jawson Purdy, "The Assessment of Real Estate,” New Yorl, Narional Municipal

League, 192%, p. 10,
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praisal; that is to say, to the annual reappraisal of all the hundre

thousands of individual properties in the nation’s largest city, The nﬁgni—
k

tude of that task is indicated by the fact that in 1908 the taxable va
real estate in New York City was substantially greater than that i
entire states of Massachusetts and Pennsylvania combined; than that
the states west of the Mississippi; or than that of the nation 139 cities
populations ranging from 30,000 to 300,000 inhabitants.’®

Estimates of Building Obselescence
THE coMPLEXITY of the task can be illustrated by reference to the ¢
story and basement “brownstone fronts” which were then the staf
type of one-family homes for the well-to-do. In extensive areas on
hattan Island those buildings added to the value of the lots on which
stood their cost of reproduction new, after allowances for age and con
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In other areas, in which business uses with their attendant noise and traffic
were becoming dominant, solid blocks of equally good buildings designed

originally for residential occupancy, had become one hundred per
obsolete. Land values had soared, as frequent transactions ar high
indicated. The maximum gross rents that could be denived fren
buildings for the business uses to which they were poorly adapted
wholly out of line with sales prices. 'The existing buildings were
torn down as rapidly as the larger sites necessary for business uses coy
assembled. In such areas, the land value units were adjusted to the
indicated by sales prices, and the buildings were assumed to add to the
value not more than one year’s gross rent.’”

Few appraisers have ever recognized meore clearly than Mr. Purdy
in a free market, cost of reproduction new does not establish the
which a building adds ro the value of the land on which it stands.
does is to indicate the upper limit of that added value. Because of ¢
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of judgment made in its location or in its design; because of ecorI)mies

made possible by improvements in methods of construction; or beca
changes in the character of the neighborhood, the value of that bui
measured by its capacity to produce a ner income, may range dow
from that maximum to less than nothing, the extent of the minus qu
being measurable by the cost in time and money required to clear th
for the erection of a more suitable building.

12 Report of Commissioners of Taxes and Assessmeents of the City of New York
pp. 104 and 107,

13 M. P. Talmage, “Manual on the Methods of Assessment of Reasl Estate in New
City”, 1914, p. 34,
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This recognition of obsolescence as an important factor in the valuation
of buildings, coming as it did at 2 time when population and land vhlues
were growing rapidly, and when the development of the steel framd and
high speed elevator were revolutionizing the art of building as well aj the
city’s skyline, led to an unusually high ratio of land value to total value of
real estate. From 1908 to 1917, land values represented somewhat more
than 60 per cent of the total taxable values of “ordinary real estatg” in
New York City.'* '

Methods of Administrative Supervision
No cOMMENT on Mr. Purdy’s work in the administration of the property
tax would be complete without a reference to his relations with his |sub-
ordinates, especially his deputy assessors in charge of districts. ‘These tum-
bered 41 when he took office in 1906, 71 when he left office in 1917. As
any student of administration knows, procedures developed by cehtral
offices are of negligible value unless they fit the varying conditions en-
countered in the field and are applied in a uniform manner. Thar| im-
poses a double duty on the head of the office: first, to know whether the
procedures fit all the conditions to be found in the ficld; and second, to
know whether his subordinates understand and apply them. On the basis
of published reports, it is obvious that the central office in the rax depart-
ment made many and intelligent analyses of the adequacy of the work
in the districes.  On the basis of chance meetings from time to time | ich
several deputy assessors who had served under Mr. Purdy, the writer has
learned also thae Mr. Purdy had a disconcerting habit of dropping in un-
announced to talk over matters with the deputy in a particular district.
As one veteran deputy assessor put it: ““We were afraid of him beca
never knew when he would coll on us, and did that keep us on our poes!
We iiked him because he was never bossy. We were always surprised to
see how much he knew about our districts. We were willing to dg our
best for him, because we soon found out that when some outsider tried to
prove we werc crooked or incompetent, he was on hand to see what| was
what; and once he had made up his mind we were on the level, it was his
fight from then on. He was the finest man to work for I ever knew.”

1 The dara on which this statement is based 2ppcar on page 34 of the Repart of
Commissioners of Taxes and Assessments of New York City, 1917; and reveal a slight
but steady decline in ratio of land value to total taxable real estate value througheur
Mr. Purdv’s term of office. Subsequent increases in costs of construction and of opefation
and mzintenance, and other complex factors in the ecanomic situation, contributed tdward
accelerating the rate of decline in this ratie after 1918, Tt dropped slightly beldw 50
per cent in 1925; rose 1o slightly above 50 per cent in 1927, 1928, 1930, and 1931f; and
stood at 43.2 per cent in 1948-49.
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Related Activities

AS HIS FIRST HAND KNOWLEDGE of urban land use grew during his [long

term of office, it was almost inevitable that Mr. Purdy should becom
terested in the control of those practices which, as he had observed in l'fl

in-

any

cases, led to the destruction of socially-created land values, as well as of the

values of the buildings which had been well designed to take advantage

of

the potentialities inherent in the sites. He was therefore active 2s 2 mhemn-
ber of the Commission on Building Districts and Restrictions which | pio-

neered in drafting New York City’s zoning resolution; and he served 4s

its

vice chairman. His terse, two page summary'® of the reasons for [that
legislation, its advantages, and its shortcomings, is still worthy of atterjtion
by those engaged currently in work preparatory to the ﬁrst general revision

of the nation’s first comprehensive zoning ordinance.

SUMMARY

IT 1s GIVEN to few men to see clearly in youth the outlines of an immediate
job which needs doing, to seize on it, and to carry it to completion. Lawson
Purdy is one of those rare persons. From 1896 to 1933, he was 2 Jeader in
the renovation of the general property tax law of New York, and in| the

development and establishment of new patterns of administrative p

To—

cedure.  That period in his career has therefore been a notable one not pnly

for him but for his time.
This statement is true whether his accomplishment is viewed as
essential step toward the distant goal on which he had fixed his eyes,

an
or

simply as an allocation and adjustment of the tax on real estate to its|ac-
cepted place in current thinking as an important foundation stone of Ibcal
self government. From the longer run point of view, the elimination ffom

the assessor’s task of the time consuming and largely ineffective duties

of

listing and valuing tangible and intangible personalty, and the artendant
emphasis on the separate valuation of land, constituted logical first steps

toward his ultimate goal. In the shorter run, his labors had contributed
making order, system, and analysis possible in a situation in which c
and confusion had previously been almost inevitable.

From either point of view, Lawson Purdy has been a laborer worthy
his hire,

13 Report of Commissioners of Taxes and Assessments of New York City, 1917;
7~8.
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