Conferences

IF you want to see America
as the poor see.it, travel by
Greyhound bus; the bus
terminals are 1nvar1abiy in
the poorest and most.run-
-down parts of America’s big
cities and in the drabber
portions of its small towns,

Here you see true America as’

the lower orders, the forty
miflion Americans who exist
below the povety line, exper
ience it. Such travel is a liberal
education in Georgism. En
route from New York our
Greviound stopped in Camden,
New Jersey, in the 6th Avenue
slums approaching the Benjamin
Franklin Bridge spanning the
Delaware River to Philadelphia

— the birthplace of America’s
greatest philosopher of political
economy and the site of asesqui-
centennial conference in his
honour.

In this city of tension, slums,
sgualorand homelessness, more
than two hundred delegates
from fifteen nations gathered at
the Annenberg School of

Communications on the cam- -

pus-ofthe University of Pennsyl-

vania in West Philadelphiafrom .

July 29-August 6: eight momen-
tous days in which the 150th
anniversary of the birth of
Henry George was celebrated.
After initial registration
formalities on the Saturday, the
grand commemeoration began
on Sunday at 2.30pm at the
restored birthplace of Georgeat
413 Old South [0th Street. A
two-storey brick-fronted Geor-
gian-siyle colonial terraced
house expertly restored by the
Philadelphia architects Collins
& Rosenburg, this modesthome
acted as backdrop for the
delegation. The guest of honour
was Agnes George De Mille,
dancer and choreographer of
Okliahoma!, State Fair and
other American musicals and a
linear descendant of Henry

George, her father a brother of .

film director Cecil B De Mille,

having married ‘{enry George's |

daughter

- (eorge: unorthodox American.

LA

only example of its kind — with
official drawings on file in the
archives of the Library of
Congress.

The 150th anniversary of
George's birth and the Intérna-
tional Georgist Conference held
in Philadelphia in 1989 became
the catalysts for restoring the
birthplace to its 1839 appear-
ance. Architects Jim Collinsand
Charles Peterson masterminded
the project. All interior sheath-
ing of walls, ceilings and floors
have been torn away {0 reveal
ghost lines of original walls,
mame[s, and the roof line. The
period in which particular
changes were made are judged
by the type of materials (nails,
wood, plaster €tc) used in their
construction. All prc!imina’gy
drawings of the existing confi-
guration and proposed restora-
tion and final working drawings
received required approvalfrom
the Historical Commission and
the Department of Licenses &
Inspection. This is meaningful
historical restoration, not Prince
of Wales nostalgia.

Thefacade of the building has
been returned to its original
appearance in every detail.
Internal space will be arranged

to most suitably display the -

valuable collection of Georgist

books and memorabilia. Areas .

comammg ongmal malenals

B

H I Meyer reports from Philadelphia on a conference marking
the 150th anniversary of the birth of Henry George — reputed!y
- America’s greatest political economist.

‘denounced the poverty, igno-
_rance and cowardice which

America has allowed to over-
take its people and called
eloquently for a St Paul or a
John the Baptist to bring the
message of her grandfather to a
lost generation of Americans.
Among those presentwas Henry
George 1V,

In the following seven days -

the delegates, in seminars,
parties, debates, field tripsand a
modest “banquet” endeavoured

. to face up to the crisis of

American poverty and to pro-
claim the solution as expressed
by one of the contributors,
Doctor T Nicholas Tideman,
professor of economics at
Virginia State University: “We
are on the verge of understand-
ing that. land and natural
resources are the common
heritage of humanity and must
be managed in a way that
provides equal benefits for all
persons in all gencratmns

To set the scene of the week’s
Georgist deliberations, the
Annenberg School at 36th
Street and Walnut Street is a
modern building whose interior
public spaces bear comparison
with the work of Richard Meier.
The lobby stretches up through
four levels clad in white marble
with sub shades and geometric
window patterns {o the south

et AlatinAd lantavnnl hnlnawion ta

Burger, a2 Georgist, of Minne-
apolis, Minnesota, who is
currently ranning {or the nomi-
naiion of the Republicar Party
for governor of the state. A sorl
of sober W Ficids, he staried
ofl proceedings by asking for a
political fund of $2 million. He
raised $550and then introduced
the speakers.

The backgroundto thedebate
was the successful implementa-
tion of a two-tier property taxin
Pittsburgh (Philadelphia’s rival
city) and the abysmal state of
welfare and erime in the city of
brotherly leveitself, As David L
Lawrence, former governor of
Pennsylvania, has observed:
“Fhere is no doubt in my mind
that the (two-tier land) tax law

_has been a good thing for

Pittsburgh, it has discouraged
the hoiding of vacant land lor
speculation and provides an
incentive for building improve-
ments...it is particularly bene-
ficient to home owners.”

But when Philadelphia turned
down a two-tier land tax similar
to Pittsburgh's in 1984, its

poverty worsened. Forexample,

50 per cent of university gradu-
ates in Philadelphia live with
their parents, 50 per cent of the
population of Fairmouunt, a
slum neighbourhood, arc on
welfare,

The panel of speakers includ-

president of the Philadeiphia
Federation of Teachers; William
J Phillips, presidemt of the
Fatrmount Tax Payers Associa-
tion; Albert Lesner, scerelary of

-the Tax Assessors Board of

Philadelphia (Valuersh and
‘Theodore Hersehberg, professor
of public policy and director of
the Centre for Greater Philndel-
phia at the University of Pennsyl-
vania.

A good burcaucrat, Belsy
Reveal kicked off proceedings
by stating that Philadelphia was
seriously considering two-tier
properly taxation but, in order
todo so properly, research was
needed a\nclp a computerised
updating ol the property assess-
ment list, which would take two
years and cost 310 miflion, was
being placed before the city
council for urgent approval,
Councillor Tayoun responded
saying that this was a transparent
bureaucratic delaying tactic Lo
put off the issue unti! the city
budpet-making c¢risis in 1991

would dispose of lhc land tax .

issue entirely.

Fact: there are 750,600 home-
less families in the US.

Williamn- Phillips chipped in
with o graphic deseription of the
dereliction, crime nnd waste of

humanity which has overtaken -

hishome in Fairmount, once the
most siable, desirable ‘and

hamananenne sonvmanite In

public Bousing funds meant to
relicve the appaliing conditions
under which the poor in America
live;

A South African delegate,
Geoflrey Dankley, turned to
me and said: “America is worse
than South Africa, I dread what
will happen soon in Philadel-
phia, but the Americans and the
Philadelphians w1li have deser-
ved it.”

In the next days events
Professor James L Busey, lateof
the University of Colorado,
highlighted agrarian reforms
and their failure in Latin
America, and Dr  Karolly
Hirvnzs of Budapest presented a
view ol Hungaran reforms asa
result of perestroika. But per-
haps the best cvidence that
Ametica is in terminal erisis was
given by the tour laid on for
Philadeiphia Day on Wednes-
day August 2.

The multi-storey post-modern
affice complexes rising &t 1919
Market Street, 1515 Market
Stréct and at the Penn Centre
contrast starkly with thedirectly
adjacent vacant lotstemporarily
uscd as car parks as speculators
await rising land values before
cashing in their chips,

But Americans refusetomake
the obvious connections bet-
ween the sloms of Fairmount
and the high-rise rental palaces
of Market Street just as the
English refuse to connect the
speculative developments at
Albangate and Canary Wharf
with the powderkegs of Brixton,
Leytonstone and Southall. As
one of the delepates, Arthur
Dowe, explained in his paper on
the history of poverty in Britain
and Australia; “Thereisacausal
connection between wealth and
poverty. Though the great
majority of both rich and poor
are unaware that the poverty
springs {rom misgovernment
and injustice, there ts neverthe-
lcss &n instinctive suspicion on
the purt of the rich and privileged
thut » penuine investigation
would reveal unwelcome facts
and threaten all privileged and



Lfeclor Lecll B L Mille, |
.. «g married Henry George's |, a1 ; .
CooEERS T "+ containing original materials |

daughter. o :

- The small red-btick row

house at 413 Old South 10th

Street — where George was ;
born on Septemiber 2, 1839 — -
© was built in 1820-1821 by -
- George F Smith, a printer who -

was. to become the George

family’s landlord. It was a poor.
man’s house, and as such, lacked -

the. adornments and refine-
ments of its day. Today, how-
ever, the house has the dis-
tinction of being possibly the

valuapie collection of Ueorgist -

books and memorabilia. Areas

have been retajned wherever &
possible. In addition to sérving * J¥The” i
* conference was in the well of this

as a muscum, the birthplace wili

continue as the headquarters of .

the Philadelphia Henry George .

School.

That evening De Mille deli- -

vered the keynote speech of

the opening dinner in the Penn *
Tower Hotel, welcoming the

delegates’ to the conference.
With the blood of Henry George
rising strong in her veins, she

1our levels ciad 1n white marbie

with sub shades and geometric

window' pattersis’ to the south
and slotted internal balconies to
the, north.™The nexus of the

-lobby, a D-shape plan enclos-

ing a smaller D-shape sunken
sitting area;

Monday's coup de théitre
was a panel discussion held at
7pm on *Land value taxation:
Philadelphia’s choice™. The
moderator, "chairperson or, as

the current American cant goes, -

the “facilitator”, was John

AonTRD 20 f26VP G @ ion

" slum neighbourhood, are on™
-welfare.

The pane] of speakers inciud-
ed Betsy Reveal, director of
finance for Philadelphia; coun-
cillor James C Tayoun, a city
councillor from the First District
which includes Henry George's
birthplace and who isa commit-
ted Ceorgist and the author of
bill to allow two-tier prop-

_erty taxation in Philadelphin,
Dr Shirley Featherman, pro- .

fessor of political science at
Temple Unlversity, Philadel-
phia; Marvin E Schumnpn,

bumnnity which has overtaken=

hishome in Fairmount,oncethe
maost siable, desirable -and
homogeneots community in

working-class Philadelphin. He .

oinied out that retadl taxes and
oead income thxes were dexirpy-
ing hative Philudelphinns,

Lesner attempted to justily
the need for computerisation
bt Pan Sullivan, a Georpist

nctivist of Pittshuegh, intey-
mrlcd rom the Noor und poin-
teek it 1hat for 73 Lenner conlid
by the ktate’s grhde latxdssess.
meninahcd reyviine sil of Philndel-
plilan lind i) buthling s
whhout a compuier ond in
under two weeks, let rlone two
years. . :
Fact: there are 18,000 vacant
‘public housing units in Ralti-
more, Delaware, and n wailing
list containing 35,000 people.
Marvin Schuman for the
Philadelphia teaching pro-
fession came out in favour of
land value taxation and indien-
«ted that if the city reneged onits
pay dealto teachers there would
bechaosintheschoolsandinthe
streets. :
Fact: there are 50,000 vacant
houses in Philadelphia.

- Professor Herschberg made
an apology for the failings of
Georgist tax policies to achieve
political creditability and gene-
rally dismissed any attempts to
try to implement it in Philadel-
phin. He derided the gains of

rosperity in Pittshurgh follow-
ing the implementation of the
two-lier tax and putthisdownto
“ather factors™. Thisso incensed
tax accountant Jacob Himmel-
stein that, from the floor, he
promptly attacked Herschberg
as a time-serving ignoramus,
The venom was worthy of an
Oxford senior common room.

Fact: the cabinel secretary of
state of the federal government's
Housing & Urban Develop-
ment Department, Sam Pierce,
and his entire staff, are undey

Scnate investigation for having

wasted, stolen or frandulently
converted up te $8 billion of

hirthplace.
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that a genuine investigation
woudd reveal unwelcome facts
and ihreaten nli privileged and
unearhed incomes.™

The historic and touristic
symbaol of Philadelphia and the
syniho! chosen for the sesgui-
centenninl conference was, and
ix, the Eiberty Bell, cast on the
liltletly nnniverary in 1751 of
thie geanting by William Penn of
the tnwds of 1he Northern
1 therties Lo the inhabitants of
Philgdeiphin. Perhaps as an
ironte reminder to those who
were ginited those lands that
Ahey (g fiel still helonged to the
cotmmonwenlth of Peansyl-
vititist, the bell’ was inscribed
with the motto: “Proclaim liberty
throughout the land unto all the
inhabitants thercol.™

It is that symbol of liberty
which ltenry Geaorge, the fore-
most -American exponent of
individual liberty, had in. mind
when he denied that the single
tnx wias a panacea for all
ceonomicills by saying: “No., the
single tax is not & panacea. But
liberty is. And the single tax is
but the taproot of liberty.”

Even when it is engraved on
their most cherished political
symbol, Americans stll donr't
get the message. There is some-
thing tragic in this irony,
especially when we reflect that
God is just.

Just as the Georgist confe-
rence was cnding in Phila-
delphia, in the Penn Tower
Hotel, onthe universitycampus,
the fifteenth annual conference
of Star Trek fan clubs, with 730
delegates all in Msci-fi” costumes
was gathering. From Philadel-
phia the pioalist message of
America is clear: it is not “Land
and Liberty! but “Beam e up,
Scotlie!"

H 1 Meyer is o sractising architect.
He would Lize 1o thank George
Collins, director of the Philadelphia
tienry George School, for informa-
tion on Henry George's home and
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