A Century of

Rbinelanderism

Fronk Chodoror

norTey after Witliam McKinley
swung into the White House on
“the foll dinner pail,” o game of
one-g-cal was going full blast in the
vicinity of Washington Square, New
Yark. By virtue of a lusty swal, the
Beat” weered out of beunds, hit a
sleek horse in the ribs, and completely
upsel the ritualistic rectitude of two
coachmen atop the aitached carriage,
In the ensiing excitement, we kids
got away on our fleet little feet.

The incident came to mind when T
read the other day of the sale of the
ancestral home of the Rhinelander
family—for $r,300000. Porhaps a
peychoanalyst can make something of
my remembering the game nearly &
half-century later and why 1 felt im-
pelled to go snooping into ancient tax
assessment tomes to learn how ihis
corner was parleved in a little over a

century inte this vast “take.”
According 1o record, this parcel of
honanza land was purchased by Wil-
Ham ©. Rhinelander in r8zo. Some-
what previcusly it was considered to
he far “out in the country,” too far,
for ocoupation by civilized people.
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Hho is entitled o the “profit’” when
land values go dimbing up, up, up?
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However, shortly after the turn of
the ninetesnth century, the lower end
of Manhattan Island became so over-
run with later immigrants that the
ch and well-bom,” as Alexander
Hamilten named them, sought vefuge
in a social milieuw of their own, They
picked an erstwhile Totier’s Field for
their haven; 1t has since become a
vublic park, called Washington Square,
in honor of the Father of our country.
The adjacent land promised a desir-
able and permanent escape from the
meh, {or even if the city should grow
up to meet i, which seemed unlikely
at the time, the park would abways
Torm a protective moat.

MNow, a million and three hundred
thousand dollars add up to a lot of
sieaks and clothes and other good
things, and idle curiosity {or was ¥

in chirge of pablic rel
ef the Henry George

: 91881

H

#




186

envy?) prompied inguiry inte the
price paid for this lot, and how 1o ac-
count for the “profit.”” I found ao
record of the original price. The ear-
liest assessment book is dated 183z,
twelve years after the purchase, and
the value put upon the parcel as a
basis for taxation was $io,000. The
parcel consisted of four lots, the one
recently sold and three more facing on
Fifth Avenue and Highth Street.

iN 1830, according to the census, the
population of New York City owas
242,278, That figure, as this story will
disclose, is important. If we Jook inie
land values of o city of that size, even
today, we find that a price of $ro.000
for four park-facing lots would put
them at some distance from the center
of population.

A municipal project in this area
added much to its desirability, and
portended an elegant futore. This was
the University of the City of New
York. However, the bailding of this
institution was begun during the sec-
ond major depression suffered by the
couniry, Turbulent, indeed, were the
times. In Rise of dmerican Civili
tiom, the Beards describe this period as
“the panic of 8377 “Hundreds of
banks failed; mills were shut down;
work on canals and rallways stopped;
thousands of laboring people were
turned into the streets; {ederal reven-
ues fell off untii a deficit supplanied a
surplus; land sales deopped off | specu-
lation came to a standstih.™

Apparently the four Rhinelander
lots barely held their own, for Iy 18g7,
when another panic hit the country,
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their assessed  waluation waz ondy
$11,000, and the population of the
city had grown to nearly yoo.000. Just
what the lots were worth will never he
established, for It is a truism that the
veud worth of anvihing is established
ondy when an actual sale takes place.
Real estate records of sales show that
the market value of land is, on the
whole, much higher than assessment
figures.

In 1857, over o8y business estab-
lishments in Wew York went bankrupt
and mary more suspended sperations.
More important, an estimated 25,000
persons were wnempioved, and the
Common Council went in for make-
work projects. But public building
projects, such as the construction of
Central Park, did not entirely relieve
the distress, for in one district alone
10,000 people were fed, one December
dav, by public and private charity.

The Rhinelander lots held their
own, but labor was & drug on the mar-
ket. Many laborers bidding for avail-
able jobs pressed down the wages of
each. The more that came, the higher
went the value of land; and the higher
the value of land, the lower the returns
to labor. The fact that the Rhineland-
er lots held up during the depression is
understandable,

In 2873, when another devastating
nic hit the nation, the population of
r York City was well over a mil-
lion, and the Rhioelander lots were
then assessed at $34,000. This fime,
parily because so many more people
were imvolved, partly because the
greaier sub-division of libor had made
people more interdependent, the new
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economis paroxysm was attended with
greater social disturbances. In the
Pennsylvanis mining section  there
arese a secret labor sodiety known as
the Y Molly Magutres.” These desper-
gte men went in for mayvhem on and
murder of their bosses and foremen, as
a means for protecting their jobs. The
railreads wers another centor of vio-
lent disturbances. In 1877-—depres-
sions now lasted longer than did the
earlier ones—the workers on the Bali-
more and Ohio, made desperate by
frequent wage-cuts and indiscriminate
discharges, guit cold and without
unton direction. Uefore long the spon-
ianeous strike spread over the whole
easter part of the country and
brought raflvoad transporiation o a
standstill.  Riots followed when at-
tempts wers made o replace the
sirileers, the militia was called out in
several states, even the federal troops,
and hundreds were killed and wound-
ed in Baltimore, Pittshurgh,
bus, Bufialo, Reading, Chicngo and
other places.

In spite of this disruption of the
econamic life of the country, and the
consequent decline in human values,
the tax assessors, 1n 1875, re-evaluated
the Rhinelonder property on the core
ner of Fifth Avenve and Washington
Square at $38,000. Tis wvalue kept
rising, along with the population of
the city.

The next milestone in the sovio-
economic history of the country was
18g3. Here the faded assessment fig-
ures showed that the family had sold
three of the four lois and the fourth
was assessed at Frzoco. This indi
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cated an approximate value of 848 coc
for the original tract,

By 18g7, when the so-called Cleve-
Land panic bad run its course, the val-
uation for the one lot had jumped to
$6o,000. That i3 to say, during the
four years of widespread hardships
and bioody disturbances, n gpite of
the pitched battle between Pinkerton
detectives and strikers at Homestead,
Pennsylvania, the Haymarket affar in
Chicago, and cther evidences of suifer-
ing, the value of this one little spot in
the country had multiplied itself five
tinaes,

WE ARE now down to what, to me, are
modern times, | remernber well the
“eold” punic of go7. On the corner
of Lighth Street and Brosdway, five
minuies’ walk from Washinglon
Square, 2 bank patronized by my fam-
iy shut down, and it took a squad of
police ie keep the milling,
crowd from breaking inic th{
Near-by was the {amous Fleischman
bresdline, Every night at the stroke
of twelve, cuts of the dayv’s unseld
bread were handed out by the owner
of this fashionable bakerv io the
human derelicts standing for hours in
line, Tt syas pitiful, ’m:? it went on
mtermitiently over a ps-?n{ad of vears,
Druplications of this detail in the
American way of life could be obe
served at the Bowery missions, while
stories of suicides, girls selling them-
selves for a living, crime waves and
other indications of a degraded hu-
manily made run-of-the-mill newspa-
per copy. The value of man was very
Yoy,
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What about the value of the {of on
Washington Square Morth and Fifth
Avenue? The 1goy assessment is very
telling. By this time the tax depart-
ment had begun separating land val-
ues {rom building values, And in this
vear it histed the land in qguestion at
$rz0000l—the building at $30.000.
Here we see how unseund cur whaole
real estale tax system is. The house,
which had been put up nearly a cen-
tury betore, could wot have been as
sound, no matter how carefully it had
been preserved, or even though it had
been improved, as it was when first
put up. Bricks deeay, wond rots,
metal corrodes. Not only do the ¢le
ments take their toll of buildings, but
technological advances make them
less desirable almost as soon as they
are finished. ¥et, the RKhinelander
house was wvalued by the 1goy tax
assessor al more than the figure put on
house and land eighty vears belore.
The chances are that the huilding, as
junl, could not have fetched the cost
of demoetition; the land was worth
even more than the assessor dared to
indicate, as the final selling price re-
venls,

ROUT, REGARDEESS of the injustices
practiced in assessing Improverents,
the fact that Jand values were climb-
ing in the face of depreciated human
values ought to make us sil up and
take notice. Why was ihis se? The
population fgure for New York City
was, i 1910, a little short of five mil-
lion. The ¢ity had long ago become the
commercial and manufacturing center
of the country. Just off Washington
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Square, in fact, all around it, factories
and office huildings housed thousunds
of workers. Within sight of the Rhine-
lander windows, there occurred the
spectacular and notorious Triangle
Shirt Waist Company five, in which
neacly a hundved girls perished. Six
blocks away was a department store
center. Near-by were many hotels,
whose patrons swelled the city’s popu-
lazion and whose spending of imported
werlth added considerably {0 the busi-
ness opportanities of the community.
The great subway had been built a few
vears before, making Washington
Square even more acoessible and
therefore more desirable as 2 place to
live. 1 was in the heart of the popular-
ized Greenwich Village, home of the
esthetic malcontents and thrill-seekers
of New Vork. Another subway con-
nected Long Island with Manhattan
Island, the new Grand Central Depot
was under way and the Pennsylvania
Railrond was bringing 1o reality its
ancient dream of a tunnel from New
Jersey, so that New York would soon
become hours closer o the whole
country. A growing population de-
mands more social services, and social
services in lurn attract more popula-
tion. And people need land to five and
work on. Their bidding for the choice
sites boosts the value of these sites.
Some time between 1goy and 1530
the Rhinelanders acquired additional
property in Washington Square, for
the assessment record of the latier
vear has them again charged with four
parcels. Wow the assessed figure is
$8o0,000 for the land, $75,000 for the
improvements. New York Is now 2
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city of 7,000,000, The ridiculousness
of the building walvation is accen-
tuated by the fact thai the Rhine-
landers had long since abandonad the
ancesiral home. For vears the only
accupant was the caretaker. When the
property was sold recently, the new
tmmedintely  discounted the
house; he hought only the site, which
would have been more valuable to him
had it heen vacani.

Well, In the 19z0’s we had another
d.epressm& Vet the Washington Stjuare
koldings of the Rhinclander estate
kept Climbing in worth, and this vear
the original investment of about $10,-
000 l}rought 81,300,000, Where did
the “profit” come from? Who made
it? What equivalent in goods or serv-
ices did the Rhinelanders add 1o the
value of this property? Or o the gen-
eral fund of wealth? The answers to
these questions are important. Bul
tiply this increase by the number of
sites thai make up the total land of
this country—not {orgetting  farm,
mineral and railroad lands—and m: av-
be the sum will throw some light on
the lowering of wages during and be-
tween the fve major depressions we
have suffered in one century.
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Progress Retarded— Bar Not For Long

Because of our inability to secure the
necessary matenals, Prooress Guipe was
oblized te forego the publishing of the
August and éa;ptember issucs, Subscriptions
in force are being extended, however, so
that, ultimately, subscribers will receive the
full number of issues subscribed and paid for.
Factors can retard, but never halt, the march
of Progress,
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it Lupwis, famous Germaniborn
bographer, tells of the threat td peace
posed by the German congept of
hoenor. Ludwg's comprehensive apaly-
sis o the differences between our
own and the Gerhan conception of
honor 15 something every Americap
will want 1o read.
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LEFT-HANDED? Hebry (eorge I11,
noted physician of Wiimington, Del,,
explains why someipeople are lefi
Lkanded and mentiohs numerous ob-
jections to training a “southpaw™ 1o
nse his right hand.

* R OR
CGL. ROBERY scorr, author of the
best-seller, God Ts My Co-Pilot, re-

tates & stirring story of his recent ex-
B 2

periences in/ war-torn Ching, where

faith and hdpe still hive in the hearig

of shattered men
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CLAUDE acEay, one of the foremost
Megro anthors of our day, presents a
chal l{?ngmg article on racial discrimi-
nation. McKay not only recognizes
the seriousness of the problem, but
alse offers u solution. Look for thig
Interesting discussion in the forth-
coming ssue of Procress GUIDE.




