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INTRODUCTION

wife disembarked at the Port of New York
on September 1, 1890, after completing the
final leg of a rigorous, around-the-world
tour. The controversial author of Progress
and Poverty and 1886 candidate for New
York's mayoralty had visited and consuited

program, or the single tax as it was popu-
larly known, in New Zealand, Australia,

one day shy of his fifty—first birthday, New

this, his most recent worldwide crusade for
social reform through the single tax. The
six-month-long journey by steamship and
train across three oceans. and four conti-
nents did much to sap the energ:es of even
one so driven as George.}

Hopes for an immediate rest quickly dis:
solved, however; in view of the welcome
awaiting George in New York. During his

with his blessing, organized the country’s
first National Single Tax Conference.” The
meeting had been scheduled to open on
September 1, coinciding with the day of the
master's return. The following morning,
George triumphantly entered Cooper
Union auditorium where more than five-
hundred delegates from over thirty states
had gathered for the arrival of their mentor.
At this massive birthday . celebration,
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A WEARY HENRY GEORGE AND HIS

with proponents of his land value taxation .

gnd Great Britain. For George, who was =

York represented a welcome respite from

absence, a number of his supporters had,

Tax Reform “With a Polltlcal ViéW”
The Hyattsville Single Tax Experlment
1n the Maryland Courts

George addressed the assembly and ex-

‘pounded on two themes that had excited

his disciples over the years—the merits of
the single tax and the folly of the Republi-

‘cans’ protective tariff policy. Those who
- ¢rowded into Cooper Union amidst New

York's oppressive summer heat were re-
warded for their discomfort with a display
of George’s oratorical skills that- matched
the demand of the occasion.®

The first National Single Tax Confer-
ence, however, was not merely an occasion
for feting Henry George. The outpouring of
affection was secondary to the overriding
concern on the meeting’s agenda—the na-.

" tionwide adoption of the single tax.

*. Until the late 1880s; land value taxation
was little more than a theoretical concept.
George originally proposed his plan for so-
cial and economic reform in 1879, when his
classic on political-economy, Progress and
Poverty, was published.* Progress and Pov-
erty was a reaction to the polarization of
wealth and poverty. that had been exacer-
bated by the excesses of the industrial rev-
olution. George 'proposed to redistribute
wealth without causing the kind of social
dlsruptmns which many feared was inher-
ent in more radical remedies such as so-
cialism and communism. His solution was
to address what he perceived as the primary
cause for the perpetuation of disparities in
wealth—the private ownership of land. In
George’s mind, land should be the common
property of all. Those who acquired legal
title to land had the exclusive right to its

* use, but in return they owed society a “rent”

for its value. Rent would be paid the gov-
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ernment as taxes, and from these reverues .
government would provide public services.

Other taxes, such as those on lmprove- :

ments to land and personal property, excise
taxes, and tariffs—those which the com-

mon man bore in proportions greater than .
his earmngs—would be abohshed com-

pletely.?
The single tax was designed to redistrib-
ute wealth by taxing real estate, an ac-

cepted way of raising revenue in most .

states. Land titles would not be affected
and no actual “taking” of property was
involved. George’s reform marked as spe-

cial targets those who speculated in land or -

who failed to put their property into pro-
duction. Taxes would be assessed against
“similar parcels of land -at the same rate,
whether they were improved or not. The
single tax would. pressure owners of idle
lands to use them or to sell them to others
who would. This negative incentive would

" benefit the whole of society in two ways.

First, more land would be available to mem-

bers of the lower and middle classes who

were unable to purchase property because
of the artificially high prices resulting from
speculation. Second, those who owned land

would be spurred to develop it, thereby

expandmg productlon and creatmg new
jobs.®

Progress and Poverty outlmed the pa—
rameters of land value taxation, but was a
work of economic theory, not a handbook
of practical ‘application. Beginning in the

late 1880s, however, & group of “single tax- .-

ers” concluded that the time was ripe for a
nationwide campaign for thie adoption of
land value taxation by political subdivi-
sions. This movement was led by a group

of eastern philanthropist lawyers, including .

Louis F, Post and Thomas G. Shearman of
New York and William Lioyd Garrison II
of Boston. These men took the initiative in
. promoting the’ smgle tax on the national

* level. Post served in a number of capacities,
including as editor-in-chief .of George’s
single tax magazine, The Standaerd, while
Shearman provided financial support to the

movement. These reformers crisscrossed

the eastern half of the nation and were
mlldly successful in bnn%mg the smgle tax
issue into the public eye.”

The first National Single Tax Confer-

ence was one manifestation of this muve-

‘of all forms of direct and indirect taxa-

“which made this suburb of Washington, -:

" the course of the year, providing succor for
" other single taxers. :
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ment toward enactment of the single tax. ‘:‘,_;i
The meeting was designed to spur single -

‘taxers around the country to lobby for its”
- adoption in their communities. The confer-

ence ended on September 3, with a resolu-
tion calling for implementation of the sin-
gle tax. Delegates were urged to return to .
their homes and work for a program “rais-
ing all public revenues for national, State,
county and municipal purposes by a single
tax upon land values irrespective of im-
provements and in lieu of all the obligations

tion,”®

This article is an account of the experi-
ence of the first political subdivision to
answer the conference's call by adopting
the single tax. In 1892, the town commis-
sioners of Hyattsville, Maryland, took steps

D.C., the nation’s first single tax enclave..’
Chiefly through the efforts of Jackson H.
Ralston, a Washington attorney who: :
served as president of the commission, ..
Hyattsville collected all municipal revenues .
for the year 1892-1893 solely through land -~
value taxation. “The Hyattsville Single Tax -
Experiment,” as it was popularly known
became the cause celébre of the fledgling
national single tax movement. Hyattsvill
represented the campaign’s first foothold
and the national organizers made a con
certed effort to maintain it. Single taxers
from around the nation aided their Hyatts
ville brethren with advice, publicity, and

The experiment was not universally =
lauded, however. The town was quickly po
larized between those who supported and
those who oppesed George’ “utopian” re
form, The commissioners’ action was chal
lenged in a lawsuit which wound its way to

- Maryland’s highest tribunal, the court of .*

appeals. Against a backdrop of a provoca- -
tive debate over the single tax in intellec~
tual circles, the court of appeals became the ~
first American court to consider the consti-
tutmnahty of George’s reform. ‘

" In 1892, the average resident of Hyatts-
yille, Maryland, had little reason to suspect :



that his town lay on the cutting edge of
-gocial  and economic reform. Hyattsville
was one of a number of developing residen-
-tial communities abutting the District of
Columbia. The Maryland General Assem-
bly had incorporated the town by special
legislation in 1886.% By 1890, Hyattsville’s
sixteen-hundred inhabitants resided: in
gbout one hundred seventy-five homes.'”
Some residents worked in Washington and
commuted on the Metropolitan Branch of
the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad. Even be-
fore the turn of the century, Hyattsville
was already becoming a “bedroom commu-
nity” for District employees.!!

" While Hyattsville was an unremarkabie
town in most respects, one member of its
governing board of commissioners, Jackson
H. Ralston, was a most untypical character.
He was to become responsible for makmg
Hyattsville the first single tax enclave in
the United States,

in 1857. The son of a prominent judge, he
first tried his hand as a printer, coinciden-
tally the original calling of Henry George.
Ralston was active in the International Ty-
pographical Union and he served as a del-
egate to its national and international con-
ventions in the 1870s. Ralston remained a

throughout his life.** During the mid-
18708, Ralston worked for the Government
Printing Office in Washington, D.C. While
in Washington, he grew interested in law,
‘studied the subject, and was admitted to

tice in the District and specialized in labor
law, His clients included both the Knights
of Laber and the American Federation of
Labor, Ralston’s association with the latter
‘organization lasted twenty-seven years.'®
By the time of the Hyattsville Experiment,

Washington lawyer and had recently sue-
cessfully argued two cases before the
United States Supreme Court.™ ‘

 In 1830, Ralston was already captwated
by Henry George’s program, which prom-
ised a larger share of the nation’s wealth
for its working class. He associated with
many single tax luminaries, including Tom
L. Johnson, the congressman from Cleve-
land, and Henry George himself. Ralston
recognized the importance of applying the

The Hyattsville Single Tax Experiment

--Jackson Ralston was born in Cahforma_t._

staunch supporter of organized labor -

the bar. He eventually established a prac- .

the young Ralston was a well-respected -
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single tax if it were ever generally to be

_accepted. It was he and other Washington

single taxers who convinced George that
the time was rlpe for the 1890 National
Conference

- While Ralston 8 law practlce was in the
Dastrlct he owned a home and resided in
Hyattsville.. Ralston had helped draft the
1886 statute that incorporated the town.,

“He 'was elected to Hyattsvﬂles original

five—member. board of commissioners and

“he was re-elected to the same posmon in
‘the years 1889-1892.'%..

--In 1890, a controversy,arose in Hyatts-
ville which Ralston realized could be ex-
ploited to the advantage of the single tax
movement.- The dispute concerned the fi-
nancing of municipal improvements. Asthe
town grew, the need for new streets, sewers,
and lighting becr.me acute. Hyattaville’s act
of incorporation, however, placed the tax
burden for financing these projects dispro-
portionately on the shoulders of those hold-
ing improved land and personal property.!’
The 1886 act provided that the commis-

“sioners must adopt the then-current county

assessments when levying taxes, a formula
which Ralston claimed benefited holders of
unimproved land and penallzed the house--
holders of Hyattsville*® - . .

Ralston’s agitation gave rise to two de-
ve!opments which eased the tax burden of
those holding improved land.. The General
Assembly amended the act of incorporation
to allow the commissioners to make their
own assessments.  While - the amendment
prowded that assessments must include

“every piece of land separately, with the
improvements thereon, and all perscnal
property,” the:old county valuations no
longer held sway.”® Even more important,
however, was the action taken by the town’s
commission in June, 1890, It passed a res-
olution that effectively exempted all per-
sonal property -from- municipal taxation.
This act was clearly in violation of the

. recently amended statute, but the commis-

sioners unanimously adopted the resolu-
tion.”® That this plainly illegal resolution
remaihed unchallenged in the courts until
1892 may indicate that the community gen-
erally supported the exemption, Certainly
these two factors brightened rather than
dampened the spirits of Ralston and his
followers in their fight for tax reform.




148
It was not until the sprin.g of 1892, how-

ever, that the plan to make Hyattsville a -

single tax town fully blossomed. By the
middle of the summer, the new order would
be firmly in place and the Hyattsville Ex-
periment would grab headlines in newspa-
pers around the nation. At first, -events
moved slowly, as the reformers worked for
legislation that would legalize the commis-
sioners’ de facto exemption of personal
property in 1830 and 1891. On February 12,
1892, a local representativé introduced an
amendment to the Hyattsville act of incor-
poration that discreetly eliminated any ref-
ererice 'to personal - property - taxation.?
Both houses unanimously passed the meas-
ure with no debate over the omission, and
it became law on March 31.%% As one news-
paper later commented after the fact, the

single tax people secured the amendment’

“quietly and dexterously.”® Next, the sin-
gle taxers prepared for the town’s annual

election, scheduled for May 2. Apparently

the campaign was conducted on a low key
and the single tax was not an issue. The
voters returned Ralston to the commission
-~ and elected two of his fellow reformers,
Charles H. Long and George S. Britt. To-
gether they comprised a majority of. the
five-member commission. The new com-
mission designated Jackson H. Ralston as
its president.®* : ‘ '

Once in power, Ralston mapped out plans

to make Hyattsville a single tax commu-
nity. The evidence suggests that prominent
national single taxers helped plot strategy.
- Nine days after the election, Ralston hosted

a single tax discussion at his home where -

Tom L. Johnson was the featured
speaker.” At the time, Johnson was work-

. ing on a bill proposing a federal single tax.

The July 6, 1892, edition of The Standard
reported that Ralston was helped by John-

son and John DeWitt Warner, a New York'

single taxer.” Johnson was particularly. in-
terested in the Hyattsville - Experiment,

- since the model community would be visible
‘to other members of Congress in nearby
Washington®” - ... . - e L

- The single taxers executed their plan on
dJune 30, 1892. The scheme was quite sim-

ple, though fraught with some rather ob-

vious illegalities. The town’s assessors had

completed their valuation of property for
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‘were $180,000. In conformance with the

-may deem just, and to correct errors or

. sessment, the commission met as appeals
‘board and on its own volition passed a

1892 as provided by statute. Land values
totaled $369,709 and improvements to land -

recent amendment by the legislature, per
sonal property was not assessed. Properties '
were taxed at the rate of ten cents per one
hundred dollars of assessed value.?® RRECH:

The 1892 amendment also provided that
the town commissioners should sit as a
board of appeals to consider the claim of -
any taxpayer dissatisfied with his assess-
ment. They were “empowered with a polit-
ical view for the government and benefit of
the community, to make such deductions
or exceptions from, and addition to, the
assessment made by the assessor as they

illegal assessments.” Aggrieved taxpayers
had fifteen days from the date of assess-
ment to file appeals to the board.?® This
type of appeals process was commonly
available to individual taxpayers who chal-
lenged an assessor’s judgment. L

Ralston, Long, and Britt, however, used
the amendment’s language to exempt all
improvements to land from taxation,
Though no taxpayer had appealed his as.’

resolution granting the blanket exemption,
At the same time, it raised the tax rate on
land to twenty~five cents per one hundred
dollars assessed value, the maximum ay-
thorized by law.™ Revenues lost by ex- - *

‘empting improvements were made up by =
-this increased land tax. Overnight, Hyatts-

ville had become a complete single tax '
town. The Ralston group accomplished its K
coup with no debate and indeed with no .
advance notice of the resolution. B
The national single tax press was aware
of the Hyattsville developments and pre- *
dictably was elated over these events. On
July 6, The Standard trumpeted that :
Hyattsville was “the first place in the 4
United States to adopt the single tax as 3
respects local taxation” and exclaimed that . -
the town was “placed at a great advantage - :
over other communities and in the incresse - -

:in improvements will soon prove the value
~of the single tax.” It reported the satisfac- .

tion of Tom L. Johnson, who might “well -+,
sing hymns of joy over the adoption of the kS
single tax at Hyattsville.” The movement



finally had a laboratory to demonstrate the

- If the single taxers were ecstatic over the
“commissioners’ resolution, some Hyatts-
‘ville residents were quite perturbed. They

-the single taxers to undo the changes
- wrought through the “treachery” of the

‘physician, emerged as leader of the oppo-

"area who had married a descendant of
- Hyattsville’s founder.?* Wells served on the
" boards of a number of local banks, and the
i~ single taxers charged that he was a land
. speculator.®® Wells and his faction, in turn,

. branded the Ralston group as anarchists

- whose program would result in the redistri-
- bution of property. They maintained the

= single tax would ruin Hyattsville by depriv-.

+ ing the town of revenues necessary for its
development.’ As both sides squared off
“for what promised to be a bitter struggle,
~the Washington Post
“Hyattsville was never in its history
rought to such a pitch of public agitation
* a8 over this attempt to make it a field for

i economic experiment.”

“was political. Wells scheduled a public
meeting for the night of July 6 at the town’s
_Athletie Club. In “the largest mass meeting
“that Hyattsville has ever seen assembled,”
- the participants adopted a resolution call-
- ing on the commissioners to restore the tax
. on improvements or resign. When a Post
reporter asked Commissioner Britt for his
reaction to the resolution, he reportedly
~ said he would pay it no attention.*
Not to be outdone, the Ralston group
planned a meeting of its own for July 21,
" Jackson Ralston presided over the gather-
- ing which included a number of nationally
" prominent single taxers. Montague R. Le-
verson, a lawyer who would later represent
- the commissioners in the court of appeals,
-and Joseph H. Darling of the Manhattan
ingle Tax Club were present. Most impor-
. tant, the master’s son, Henry George, Jr.,
attended and reported ‘the meeting for The
- Standard ™
#~  The younger George’s account of the
i gathering filled a full three pages of The
¢+ Standard’s July 27 issue. He told how Ral-

The Hyattsville Single Tax Experiment

. soundness of Henry George’s principles. -

- determined with & resolve matching that of -

Ralston group. Dr. Charles A, Wells, alocal

~sition, Wells was a lifelong resident of the

reported that -

“'The anti-single taxers’ first line of attack
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ston, ‘a tall wiry man with thick brown
hair, full beard and pale, animated face,”
stood in the light of a single lamp and
defended the commissioners’ action. One
by one, he fielded questions raised by mem-
bers of the audience. To the charge the
single tax had severely impaired the town’s
ability to collect revenues, Ralston replied
that more taxes had been raised in 1892
than'in the previous year. He attributed
this increase to the commisgioners’ decision
to raise the tax rate from ten to twenty-five
cents per hundred dollars assessed value.
When a citizen challenged the commission-
ers’ right to pass the single tax resolution

. without pubhc debate, Ralston stated that

ho zmpropnetles had occurred: “The town’s
government is a representatwe one—not a_

" democracy, Our business is not done

through -town meetings but through a
Board of Commissioners acting for the gen-
eral welfare,” Should the townspeople dis-
agree with the commissioners, they could
remove them at the next election. In the
meantime, the’ commlssmn was resolved to
stand by its decision.®®

During the meetmg, Ralston produced
and read a large number of telegrams and
letters from around the nation congratulat-
ing the citizens of Hyattsville for the pro-
gressive action that their commissioners
had taken. Ralston used these communi-
cations to assure the townspeople that the
commission’s resolution was not precipi-
tous, but rather represented the vanguard
of an emerging national trend.*® What most
spectators probably did not know was that -
these greetings were not spontaneous, but
had been orchestrated by the editors of The
Standard. In its July 20 issue, they had
urged their readers to inundate Hyattsville
with positive messages that the local single
taxers might put to political use. “A single
brief argument, a single epigram, may make
a convert who will convert his thousands.
Let Mr. Ralston be- overwhelmed with tel-
egrams.”*’ :

. George’s account of the single taxer’s
meetmg indicates it was highly successful.
Darling, the New York single taxer, was
clearly moved by the occasion. “I have in
my pocket,” he exclaimed, “some of the
sacred soil which I shall earry back to our
people in New York.”! Whether these
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impressions were colored by the single tax-
ers’ own overenthusiasm cannot be deter-
mined. What is certain, however, is that by
meeting's end, the citizens of Hyattsville
knew the commissioners would not be pres-
sured into rescinding their resolution. Po-
litical pressure had failed, ‘and the next
election was. nearly a year away. Another
avénue of attack was needed to defeat the
.single tax and the Wells group already had
an mklmg that the remedy m1ght lie w1th
" the courts

At the time of: the Hyattsville Experi-

ment, it would have been difficult to predict
how a Maryland court would view the le- -

gality of the single tax scheme for the sim-
ple reason that no American court had ever
had occasion to address the question. No
community  in: the United - States “had

. adopted the single tax and therefore it had

never been challenged in the courts. In
1888, a New Jersey chancery court did rule

that a testamentary charitable bequest for

promoting the work of Henry George was
unenforceable. - George’s ‘suggestion ' that
private property equaled robbery offended
the chancery court judge, whose opinion
refusing to honor the testator 'S, dev1se bris-
tled with mvect:ve'

Society has constltuted courts for the pur- -

. pose of the administration of the law ., ...
but I can conceive of nothing more antag- -
onistic to such purpose than for courts to -
encourage, by their decrees, the dissemi- .
nation of doctrines which may educate the -
people to the belief that the great body of -
laws which such courts administer concern- =
ing titles to land have no cther prmcmle' '
for thelr bas:s than rohbery L

This opmlon whlch 1mpa1red the free fiow
of ideas, did not represent.the mind of the
legal community, however. The American
Luw Review criticized the judge's narrow-
mindedness,;* and the New Jersey Court of
Appeals later reversed the decision.* Of
course, this case involved.only the issue
whether.one could promote the single tax

concept and had no bearing on the larger..

question of the tax 8 legahty if . actually
applied.
Whlie the natmn ] 3udlcaary had not con—
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- Atkinson, a prominent critic, conceded that
‘George was neither an anarchist nor a coms+

sidered the single tax by 1892, the same.
was not true of the nation’s intellectual
community, During the years 1887-1885,
over two score of books, pamphlets, and
articles discussing the single tax were pub-
lished, These items were in addition to
those which proliferated in the single tax
press. The single tax debate was waged in
such prominent publications as the North
American Review, Forum, Century Maga-
zine, the American Journal of Politics, and ..
the Journal of Social Science. The writings
of the single taxers appear to have gener. "
ated much of the controversy, but the mix -:-
between articles supporting and opposing
the single tax was roughly equal. i
* Critics of Henry George and his reform
were legion, Writing in the Forum in 1889, -
the single tax lawyer, Thomas G. Shear- %
man, mused over the range of carpers who
had attacked George for his “mistakes™:

Space could not be afforded for even an
abstract of these brilliant productions.

" [George had been] crushed by the Duke of
_Argyll, refuted by Mr. Mallock, extin- ¢
guished by Mayor Hewitt, undermined by .
- Mr. Edward Atkinson, exploded by Profes- .
sor Harris, excommunicated by archbish-" -
ops, consigned to eternal damnation by
countless doctors of divinity, put outside
"the pale of the Constitution by numberless
legal pundits, waved out of existence by a

- million Podsnaps, and finally annihilated '

* by Mr. George Gunton.

Despite all these detractors, Shearman con- .
cluded, “Henry George’s theories seem to ./
have a miraculous faculty of rising from the
dead.”“

Actually, only a small minority of *
George’s critics went so far as to accuse him
in print of being a socialist, communist, or ¥
anarchist. In an article that drew a series :.
of responses, Arthur Kitson had accused
George of advocating “one of the most so-.
cialistic schemes ever offered to the public,”
and termed the single tax “the first great
step -toward compulsory communism.™¢
Even his most virulent opponents, how-
ever, usually praised George’s motives
while disagreeing with his solution. Edward

munist.”” Another concluded his attack on-



the single tax with words of admxratzon for
lts author:

But let the public never forget that; if Henry _
“practical mistake, he has inaugurated the

- earned al} his laurels and more.*

ably because many of George’s opponents
were - reformers themselves who were
searching for their own solutions to the
nation's problems. Most agreed that the
. existing tax system unduly burdened. the
- poor and that the gap in wealth between

* Along with their jabs at the single tax, they
presented other possible remedies. These
ncluded the income tax, the succession, or
~inheritance tax, and a direct tax on all
assets.*?

wo principal issues; many subscribed to
_both. The first, represented most promi-
< nently by Columbia College economist Ed-
- win R.A. Seligman and attorney Edward
: Atkinson, questioned whether the single
: tax theory made sense economically. Selig-
- man contended the reform could not deliver
" what it promised—alleviation of the tax
. burden of the poor and a redistribution of
- wealth. Instead, he argued, the single tax
~would have an inverse effect. The wealthy
- who had not made their fortunes in land
. speeulation would pay no taxes at all.? As
" another critic from this school of anti-
single tax thought put it, “the Vanderbilts,
- the Havemeyers, the Drexels, the Rocke-
fellers, the Carnegies, the Armours, and the
Pullmans are also very rich and do not own
" land to any large extent.”™ In the final
+analysis, poor landholding farmers would
~bear the brunt of the single tax burden,
" Using a statistical analysis of the 1880 cen-
 sus, Atkinson contended that real estate
taxes would multiply four or five times if
- the single tax were adopted. This increase
would be borne by farmers who were al-
“-ready reeling under depressed .economic
. conditions, The single tax system would fail
. because the reformers could not “get blood

~ from this turnip.”* i
oA aecond group of single tax Opponents

The Hyatt.s;vilze Single Tax Experiment .

George had made one great logical and =

- correct tendency of an epoch. -He has -

. Attacks on the single tax durmg thxs
period were surprisingly evenhanded, prob-

" the rich and indigent demanded bridging. -

Critics of the single tax rallied around-
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~ stressed that the reform was undemocratic

and raised the specter of- an oppressive

. government bureaucracy. William W. Fol-

well wrote the editors of Century Magazine
in:1891.that .“It will take a long time to
persuade Americans that ‘equal’ may mean

. thelevying of all taxes upon some one kind

of property.”™ In a nation that jealously

‘guarded . against inequities, it was unac-

ceptable that.landholders, who were a mi-
nority- of the: population, might bear the
entire tax burden. Similarly, for some crit-
ics the single tax conjured up visions of a
centralized. government bureaucracy, rid-
dled with ‘corruption. David Dudley Field,

"the eminent New York attorney and long--

time adherent to the ideals of Jacksonian
Democracy, believed that a concentration
of power in one taxmg entlty boded ill for
the future: . .+ . - o

My theory of government 1s that its chief -
function is to keep the peace between in-
7 dividuals, and allow each to develop his
- own nature for his own happiness .., A
large class of men has grown up among us
whose living is obtained from the notion
"that public offices are spoils for partisans,
. that is to say, out of the people; we must
get rid of these men, and instead of creating
-offices, we must lessen their number.™

The institutional changes feared inherent
in the single tax reform were simply too
radical for some persons to accept, While
even men of means such as Field favored
reform, they believed the single tax could
not be reconciled with traditional American
values.

To no one's surpr:se, the single taxers
had a rejoinder to each of their opponents’
criticisms. As the years passed, Henry
George exhibited increasing impatience
with those whom he felt could not or would
not understand the economics of the single
tax. For instance, on September 5, 1890,
only two days- after the close of the first
National Single Tax Conference, George

‘and such friends of the single tax as Louis

F, Post, Samuel B. Clarke, and William
Lloyd Garrison, I, faced Professor Selig-

man, Edward Atkinson, and other foes in
. debate over the subject.- The oceasion was
"the annual meeting of the American Social
-Science Foundation held in Saratoga, New
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* York.?® Addressing the professors of polit-

ical economy, George chastised them for

“-their “evasions and quibbles and hair split-

ting” over the single tax.® He claimed his .

opponents refused to recognize that the tax
was not a traditional tax on land, but a tax
on land value. Holders of land having little
value, such ds subsistence farmers, would
pay little or no tax under the system.

Likewise, those holding valuable land, pro-.

~ ductive or not; woul_d be heavily taxed.®”-
In a gimilar vein, Thomas G. Shearman,
who would become the. movement's. most

~ respected economic theorist, attacked At-

kinson and his kind who believed the single

tax would not generate sufficient revenues’

to run -the government. Using :the same
.statistics  as Atkinson,- Shearman alleged

that a tax on the full value of land would-

produce an overabundance of revenues.”®

He eventually authored Natural Taxation

in 1895, a book which espoused the merits

of his “single tax limited” theory. Shear-
. man claimed that government could oper-. .
ate efficiently by‘_t_axmg less than the full ‘

value of land.®

. Nor could single taxers understand the
misgivings of those who believed the reform
to be undemocratic. Shearman, who inci-
dentally had once been David Dudley
Field’s law partner, pointed out that taxa-

tion was already inequitable, with the work-"

ing class paying too large a share. Why
- should George’s reform be singled out as

unjust, when the entire history of American™
- taxation was a long, sad story of oppres- :

sion?

Then is there not at least equal Wickedness'
on the part of Congress, which for halfa -
century singled out the business of impor-

tation as the only subject of taxation, and’ -

still taxes it ten times as heavily as any- -

thing else? Does the wickedness consist in " .
taxing land up to its full value? Thenisit - -

not equally wicked to tax the poor man’s. -

window glass one hundred per cent upon _

its value? Does the wickedness consist in
_imposing a tax for the purpose of accom-:. .

plishing some ulterior reason?-How about .

our whole - tariff legislation, ‘ which is .-
avowedly maintained for an ultenor pur--.*
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banks? How about the tax on oleomarger-
"ine? Is it wicked to tax property oui of
existence, without giving just compensa-
tion? Why do not those who urge thisplea -
petition Congress for compensation for
those whose wealth has been destroyed and
whose occupation has been taken away by
taxes avowedly levied for that purpose?®

Referring to his statistics which showed
that a small minority owned over two- -

. thirds of the nation’s wealth, Shearman

was mystified with those who ob_}ected that
the single tax was unfair.
- Indeed, the followers of Henry George

'continually paid homage to the ideals of -

republicanism when working for passage of
the single tax. Most single taxers were {ree -
traders who opposed government interven- . :
tions in the economy that would benefit
only the privileged few. An article in the .*

January, 1895, issue of the American Mag-
“azine of Civics, which is an interesting ex-
.ample of the effects of Darwinism on polit-

ical reasoning as well as a defense of the

“single tax, emphasized- this democratic -

strain among single taxers:

... any monopoly other than that of the .- .
individial himself is a direct attack on the =
- life of the race. Such monopolies create = -
invidious distinctions, cause unnatura an-- "
-tagonisms, loosen the gocial bond, and in- - -
" vite social disintegration and racial de- .}
. -struction. All monopolies which are the
.product of human legislation should be .-

. abolished by the repeal of the laws sustain- - -

ing them. All monopolies which arise in the
nature of things and are not sustained by -
human enactment are properly a subject of ~

social ad_]ustment The monopo}y of land is
in this nature.® '

Remarkably, hardi‘y any of the scholarly

debate over the single tax considered its -
legality. T'his is especially interesting, since

Shearman, Garrison, Post, Clarke, Field,
and Atkinson—all pnnclpal {antagomsts in 7
the controversy—were lawyers. This im- -
pressive array of legal talent failed to ques-

tion whether the single tax might violate

the due process clauses of the fifth and .

- fourteenth amendments to the United @

pose? Is it wicked'to tax private property - - States Constitution or provisions of state

“out of existence? How about the tax on- -
bank notes, which was levied for the ex- .-
press purpose - of  destroying . the - State -

constitutions, such as Maryland’s, which -

-required equality in taxation. Perhaps the
reason for this absence of legal scrutiny lay




discussion stages. In the only article even
. approximating a legal analysis of the single

1888, issue of the Harvard Law Review,

“embodied in a law, many important details
&= would require careful adjustment .. .79 Al-
though Clarke optimistically predicted the

purposes, he conceded that a limited read-

for the single tax:

if absolute property in land is recognized
in our existing constitutions, our judges and -

" congressmen and the members of our state

" representative legislatures are bound -
. thereby, and only the people themselves, in
~whom all sovereign powers ultimately®
- merge, could declare that result.®

Thus as the Hyattsville Experiment ap-
proached judicial review, arguments dis-

tax were readily available to anyone who
cared to consider them. Whether the single
tax would pass legal muster was an open
question, but even the single taxers recog-
nized that a favorable ruling would prob-
ably require an interpretation by a court
willing to modify “the traditions of the
common law to meet changed conditions,”**

I

Charles A. Wells and four other Hyatts-
ville residents filed suit against the town’s
commissioners in the Prince George'’s
County Circuit Court on July 14, 1892.
They filed their petition even before the
single taxers held their July 21 meeting,
since the Ralston group had already an-
nounced it would stand by the controversial
resolution, The petition was a loosely or-
ganized pleading which alleged that the
commissioners had unlawfully exempted
from taxation personal property and im-

town’s residents. If the “Utopian Chimeri-
cal Scheme of Henry George” were allowed
to continue, it stated, funds would not be
available to protect the health and safety

The Hyattsville Single Tax Experiment

" in the belief that the reform was still in the

"tax, Samuel B. Clarke, in the January 15,

" noted that “before this project could be .

single tax could be reconciled with the
~United States Supreme Court’s recent de--
“cisions upholding the uncompensated tak-.
ing of private property for public health

ing of the Constitution could spell problems

cussing the benefits and flaws of the single.

provements to land without notice to the .
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of Hyattsville’s residents; The petition con-
cluded with a prayer for a writ of manda-
mus against Ralston and W.W. Richard-
son, the town’s treasurer, ordering them to
assess and tax personal property and im-
provements. The pleadmg raised no consti-
tutional issues.®®

- Ralston and Richardson were served with
the petition on July 18, and they filed their
- reply on July .26, the date set for hearing of

petitioners’ claims, The respondents denied

‘they had violated the town’s act of incor-

poration by granting the exemptions. They
pointed out that .personal property taxes
had not been collected for years and no one
had ever complained, As for the exemption
of improvements, it had been done for the
henefit of the community and was thus
entirely legal. Finally, the respondents an-
swered -that mandamus was inappropriate
in any case, since the commissioners and
treasurer no longer had control over the tax
rolls and had no authority to change the
assessments.®

The hearing on the petltlon was held in
Upper Marlboro, county seat of Prince
George’s County, before Judge J.B. Brooke.
Antagonisms that had been brewing over
the month surfaced as the Wells faction
attacked the single taxers with a vengeance.
R.W. Habercorn, the petitioners’ attorney,
charged that the resolution “appeared like
a conspiracy by Mr. Ralston and a lot of
outsiders against the people of Hyattsville
to effect an entering wedge for the single- .
tax system and communistic principles re-
sulting from it.” “If such a dastardly trick
had been perpetrated in a Western town,”
he continued, “the author would have been
driven out and probably tarred and feath-
ered.” The 1892 amendmenit to the Hyatts-
ville act of incorporation was not intended
to give the commissioners the sweeping
power they had .exercised, and even if it
were, Habercorn asserted, it would be un-
constitutional.5” The commissioners were
represented by three attorneys, including
M.R. Leverson, the single taxer. Their re-
sponse was more subdued and focused on
the legal issues. Leverson maintained that
the commissioners acted within the law
when they granted the exemptions and he
reiterated that the petitioners’ request for
a writ of mandamus was improper. The
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hearing ended without a decision when
Judge Brooke took the matter under ad-
visement.®® -

During the days followmg the hearm_g,-

both sides -anxziously waited as Judge
Brooke pondered his decision.®® Finally, on
August 4, 1892, he filed his opinion in Wells
v. The Commissioners of Hyattsville. In a
decision that addressed the constitutional-
ity of the 1892 amendments, Brooke held
the commissioners’ exemptions to be law-
ful. Carefully pointing out that he had not
been influenced by peripheral issues con-
cerning “schemes or heresies, which by the
zeal and ingenuity of counsel may have
been incidentally introduced into the ar-
guments,” the judge decided the case on
purely legal principles. He ruled the amend-
ments did not violate Article 15 of ‘the
Maryland Declaration of Rights. This por-
tion of the Constitution of 1867 provided
in part that “every person in the State, or
persons holding property therein, ought to

contribute hig proportion’ of public-taxes .

for support of the Government, according
to his actual worth in real or personal prop-
erty

15 mandates applied only to the state and
not to municipal governments.” As to the
exemptions, he noted the General Agsem-
bly had always made exceptions to tax laws

and saw no problem with its delegation of - -

this power to the commissioners. In sum,
the petitioners’ grievance: was a _pohtlcal
matter; “the only remedy against the evil

..." Referring to an earlier court of .
appeals’ decision, Brooke found the Article -

MARYLAND HISTQRICAL MAGAZINE

and see” attitude.™ The New York Times
simply reported the. Hyattsville story with-
out comment in an editorial.” The Balti-
more Sun’s editors did “not pretend to say -
that the Hyattsville plan is right or bene- :
ficial,” but believed it should be given a
chance, “If the courts permit the system to -
stand,” they continued, “time will show the
wisdom or unwisdom in the results.”™ &
The Wells faction, however, was not in-
clined to let the experiment run its course, . °

On the day following Judge Brooke’s deci- -

sion, the group’s lawyer filed a notice of -
appeal to the Maryland Court of Appeals, "
Because of procedural delays, the appeal .
was not perfected until November 24, 1892,
and the record was not transmitted to the
appellate court until early December,™

Once the Hyattsville single taxers
learned of the appeal, they turned to their
friends in the national movement for help
with their legal fees. Ralston made his plea
in a letter that was pubhshed in The Stand
ard

. The expense of litigation has been, and will

" be considerable, and we do not feel that

‘such expenses are properly chargeable

~against the town. We cannot have it said
that the town's meagre revenues have been
expended in an attempt to propogate any
political theories, however unjust the ae-

- cusation might be ... We feel constrained
to request that you, through your paper,

-- ask the single tax men of the country to

- contribute as they can to the carrying forth
of the legal controversy.”

complained of is at the ballot box and not .

a court of law,”.
The single taxers were ovexgoyed Wlth
Judge Brooke's ruling. The: Standard- re-

ported on August 10 that “the worst of the
fight for the establishment of the single tax

in Hyattsville is over.”” Ralston reveled in .. 0
- “It is to the interest of the movement that

the victory, saying the publicity generated

by the case had strengthened the single tax

movement statewide.” The decision” also
catapulted the experiment into the national

limelight. The Brookiyn Eagle claimed the

single tax had doubled municipal tax rates
and speculated that “investors wishing to

purchase unimproved lands can find plenty -
Md.”

Other papers, however, were not so quick -
to condemn the single tax, but took a “wait

of it for sale cheap in Hyattsville,

-The Standard’s editors recognized the im-

portance of Hyattsville to the single tax -
movement and pressed their readers for -
contributions. “Every single tax man and
woman ... is interested in the success of -
the experiment at Hyattsville,” they wrote. .+

Hyattsville remain, as a single tax town, a

‘perpetual object lesson of the practicability -

of the single tax.”” By the time The Stand-
ard ceased publication on August 31, 1892,
single taxers around the country had sent .=
donations totaling about $140 for legal fees.
‘Most of these contributions were in small
amounts from individuals and single tax
orgamzatlons K

“The Maryland Court of Appeals placed -
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" the Wells case on its docket for the January,
. - 1893, term. The appellate briefs of counsel
* have not survived and no transcript of the

oral argument was made, but fortunately’
- the official report of the decision contains .

" summaries of each side’s contentions. The
" parties had both changed their strategies
. since the hearing before Judge Brooke. The
“_ Wells faction now accented procedural ir-

: ‘regularities and the unconstitutionality of

" the exemptions. The procedural argument
stressed how the commissioners had altered
the assessments, even though no.one had
- made a formal appeal. This action, coupled
with the commissioners’ failure to notify
the townspeople of the exemptions, de-
prived the petitioners of due process of law.
The constitutional argument centered on
Article 15 of the Declaration of Rights. The

" petitioners produced a recent court of ap-

o peals opinion which held that Article 15
wes binding on municipalities as well as the
state government. Judge Brooke apparently

was unaware of this decision when he made .

= his August 4 ruling. Since Article 15 was
+ - -applicable, all property, including real and
.- personal, must be assessed and taxed. The
" respondents, the Wells group reiterated
throughout their- argument, had violated
principles of umformlty and fair play in
making the exemptions,™®
" The approach of the commissioners’ at-
torneys suggested that they hoped to avoid
the constitutional question, since the re-
cent opinion extending Article 15 limita-

+ tions to municipal governments severely
¢ undermined their case. They chose instead

the tactic of stressing how mandamus was
an improper remedy. Mandamus is a writ
. which orders an official to perform a duty
" which the law requires that he do. The
petitioners had asked the circuit court to
order respondents to make assessments for
1892, an act they had already performed.
Smce the petition requested the execution
.- of a completed act, respondents argued it
- was superfluous and should thus be dis-
missed.
. To the Article 15 question, they pre-
sented an ingenious argument intended to
-, circumvent the requirement that all prop-
‘erty be taxed. Article 15, they claimed, al-
lowed two types of taxation: one for col-
lecting revenues and the other “with a po-
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litical view for the good government and
benefit of the community.” The Article’s
requirement that real and personal prop-
erty be taxed applied only to revenue mea-
sures; this qaalification did not appear in
the clause allowing “political view” taxes.
In their resolution exempting improve-
ments, the commissioners had used the po-
litical view language., As a governmental
subdivision could tax with a political view,
g0 too could it exempt for the same reason,
they pleaded. Since the exemption was not

for revenue . purposes, but for political
‘ends—the establishment of the single tax—
“the Article 15 requirement that all real and

personal property be taxed did not apply.*

On March 4, 1893, a unanimous Mary-
land Court of Appeals issued its highly
unusual opinion in Wells v. Commissioners
of Hyattsville.*® As a rule, an appellate court
will decide only those legal questions nec-
essary to solve the specific case before it.
Especially during the nineteenth century,
courts also were hesitant to review the con-
stitutionality of legislative acts when a de-
cision could be made on a more narrow,
non-constitutional ground. The Wells de-
cision is peculiar because the court could
and did dispose of the case on a procedural
rather than a constitutional point. It agreed
with the commissioners that mandamus
was not the proper remedy and it upheld
Judge Brooke’s order that dismissed the
Wells faction’s action, This “victory” for
the single taxers was hollow, however, be-
cause .the court of appeals nonetheless
chose to address the question of the single
tax’s constitutionality. Indeed, ten pages of
the court’s twelve-page opinion consist of a
gratuitous discussion and condemnation of
the single tax. Thus while the court sus-
tained the legality of the commissioners’
exemptions for the 1832-1893 tax year be-
cause of the petitioners’ error in pleading,
it clarified that it would not look kindly on
future single tax experiments by Hyatts-
ville or any other Maryland community.*

When the court of appeals considered the
legality of.the single tax in its opinion
authored by Justice James McSherry, it
made no attempt-to disguise its reasons for
delving into the subject:

" It is .obvious that the questions now
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brought before us are of more than ordinary -
" interest and are far from being of mere
local importance. Apart {rom the prelimi-
nary inquiry as to whether a correct inter-
pretation of the Act of 1892, ch. 285, war-
rants the exemption of all buildings and
improvements in Hyattsville from munici-
pal taxation; the broader one, involving the
power of the legislature under the Decla-
ration of Rights, to impose the whole bur-:
den of taxation on one single class of prop-
erty, to the exclusion of all others, is dis-
tinctly presented® . o

No doubt the court was disturbed by the
commissioners’ subversion ~of ‘the 1892
amendments when they granted their
wholesale exemption of improvements
without the semblance of procedural regu-
larity, but its larger ‘concern was with

- whether the * legislature "could = exempt

classes of property from taxation. “If the
legislature may lawfully do this in the par-
ticular instance of Hyattsville, it may do.
the same thing in the case of a larger and
more populous municipality, and likewise
with reference to a county, and if as to one

county, then, too, as to every county in the -

State.”® In a way, the court members’ vi-
sion of the Hyattsville Experiment paral-

. leled that of the single taxers. If classes of

%

1t A e

property could be exempted lawfully in that

MARYLAND HISTORICAL MAGAZINE

exempted to reduce the taxable basis of one
kind of property alone. The court rejected
‘the respondents’ “political view” argument
and declared the 1892 amendments which */
exempted personal property unconstitu- ;

tional &

CONCLUSION

- When word of the court of appeals’ de-
cision reached Hyattsville, the anti-single -
tax men were overjoyed. Still, the acrimony - ;
‘that had characterized the struggle again -
-gurfaced as Charles A. Wells savored his

“victory. “It is a glorious victory, and we can

town, what could block the adoption of the -

single tax around the state? o .
The court bluntly asserted its authority

\ - to provide the barrier. Appealing to tradi-

tional concepts of property rights and

openly raising the specter of socialism, it .

found that the single taxers’ scheme to
redistribute wealth violated the organic law
as set out in the state constitution; . .

If the assessed valuations upon buildings |
and assessments and personal property be-:
stricken from the assessment books of the -
several counties, and the taxes be levied
only upon the owners of the land, the bur-, .
den would speedily become ingufferable, .
and the land would cease to be worth own-. '
ing. Such a system would eventually. de-
gtroy individual ownership in the soil, and
under the guise of taxation would result in
ultimate confiscation.® IR

The court acknowledged that. the legisla- )

ture could still make exemptions from tax-
ation, but classes of property could not be

now confidently look for a new era of pros- .
perity in Hyattsville,” exclaimed the doc-
“tor. “The men who have fastened this in-
iquitous system of taxation upon us have !
been beaten with decided emphasis.” Ech- &
".oing these sentiments, Wells’ attorney R. -
. -W. Habercorn found the ruling “far better -
than a mandamus, as it crushed out of -
existence, as far as Maryland is concerned, =

the possibility of a return of the single tax -

gystem.”®® :

time-honored method of developing the ex-

tremes of poverty and wealth.” One of the -
‘Ralston group’s legal team dubbed Article :
15 a “fetich” before which not only the -
court, but also the members of a recent
state tax convention had bowed in wor- .
ship.%® In a letter to the Central Law Jour-
nal, another single taxer wrote that with
the court’s decision, “Maryland hides her- .
self in musty cobwebs, and says the meth- .
. ods of past ages cannot bhe improved upon :
by the present, E
‘... Less than two months after the Wells
opinion, the morale of Hyattsville’s reform- .

»H

For their part, the single taxers resented
the decision that had abruptly ended their -
. experiment. Ralston remarked caustically

‘that the court’s support of traditional tax- -
ation on all forms of property meant '
Hyattsville could once again “take up the

T

ers sustained a second blow. In the town’s
. May, 1893 election, Ralston and George §. -

" Britt, two of the three single tax supporters

on the commission, lost their seats to mem- -

. . bers of the Wells faction. Dr. Wells himself .
" was chosen as a commissioner. According
to one observer, the town'’s long-time resi-

dents combined with many of the new to -

remove the single taxers, whose policies -



were thought “ruinous to the town.”* Ral-

ston and his supporters had been discred-

.-ited not only in Annapolis, but in their own
. community as well.

“indefatigable single tax men continued
; their struggle to make Henry George’s pro-

gram the law of their state and the nation.’
~ Rather than brood over their losses, they:
- ¢ame away from their experience with new .

“jdeas about the direction in which the
- movement should be guided. The court of

appeals defeat had been sobering, but it

" also provided an important lesson. The sin-
- gle taxers realized that institutional bar-
riers, such as Article 15, could stand in the
path of social change. It was incumbent
upon the reformers to identify these bar-
% riers and to sweep them away. Only one
i day after he learned of the Wells decision,
% Ralston already had set his sights on the
¢ Maryland movement’s next goal:

The decision emphasized the necessity of a -
. constitutional amendment which will en- .
- able the various sections of the State to

levy their taxes to meet their particular -

i requirements .., without any fear of the
decision of the Court of Appeals.®

Over the next twenty-five years, Ralston:

-+ and other veterans of the Hyattsville Ex-

‘-  periment maintained their contacts with

;. the nationwide network of single taxers.
.. Ralston served as a trustee of the Joseph
» Fels Fund, a foundation that supported sin-
. gletax activities.** Publications such as the
i Joseph Fels Fund Bulletin and the Single
% Tax Review helped fill the void left after
.. The Standard ceased operations in 1892. In
'I these newsletters and in other single tax

i publications, the Hyattsville Experiment

 was occasionally mentioned. It served as a

i reminder of the vibrancy of the movement’s

= early days and also as an example of how

" the forces of reaction could block social
change.®

Ralston’s national activities drd not pre-

vent him from continuing his work for the

single tax in Maryland. In 1914, after more

" than twenty years of trying, he and others

¢ succeeded in having an amended version of

-Article 15 submitted to the electorate for
consideration. This amendment, said to

i.| have been authored by Ralston, provided

The Hyattsville Single Tax Experiment

Despite these drsheartenmg setbacks, the
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among other things that local communities
could choose their own methods of raising
local revenues. Under this revision, a mu-
nicipality. would no longer be prohibited
from raising local revenues through the sin-

- gle tax. The voters approved this “home
_rule” amendment and it was made part of

the Maryland Constitution in 1915.% _
:Ironically, by the time the amendment
was ratified, support for the single tax con-
cept was already waning. Dedicated single
taxers, of course, remained loyal to the
movement, Until his death in 1945, Jackson

_Ralston continued - his work for tax re-

form,¥" But intervening events, including

-the passage of the federal income tax

amendment in 1913, dampened enthusiasm
for the single tax. Desplte the home rule |
option, only a handful of Maryland com- /
munities'ever chose to adopt the single tax.
Hyattsville was conspicuously absent from
the list of those that did.*®
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