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George school: Small
enrollment, high goals

By CARL DiORIO
* Associate Editor/Special Sections

Hint: He was born on 10th Street near Pine.

Another hint: His political ambitions carried him only so far
as two unsuccessful runs for mavor of New York. )

Final hint: His economic theories and much-read book have
been praised by people including Wmston Churchill, Leo Tols—
stoy and James Tayoun.

Yes, this is going to take some expiammg Hxs name is Henry
George.

“It’s amazing the people of prominence who in some way
became acquamted with a man who today is considered rather
obscure,” mused Mike Curtis, confirmed Georgist and director -
of the Henry George School of Social Science in Philadelphia.

" ““It’s a rare person who says, ‘I think this guy was wrong,” ”’
said Curtis, who has been associated with the school for moré -
than 20 years. ““Then there’s maybe 1 percent like me that spend
the rest of their lives involved in this work.”

Founded in 1935 and located at 413 S. 10th St. where George
was bormn, the school offers a variety of economics and social -
science classes hinged on the premise that replacing all tax sys-
tems with a levy based on land ownership would solve the
world’s ills.

 With that lofty goal, the Georgxst economic model, detailed in

Please see GEORGIST, Page 22
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Director Curtis poses iwith bast of social theorist Henry George
: bom in 1839 inz bnck rowhouse on 10th Slreet.
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their beds for Communists at night, and
there are those that are ! inch from
. . being Marxists,” he quipped.

the 1879 book “Progress and Poverty,” ' He was researching a book he wanted

was once hotly discussed; Today,

" though largely ignored, it is not wholly
without modern applications. In fact, a
city bill that would begin to shift prop-
erty tax assessmicnts to a land-tax mode!
was discussed in City Councit not long
ago. . N

. But the story gets ahead of itself. 1t
must start ‘where eventual Georgists
start locally — in the classrooms of the
Henry Qeorge School in Center Clity.

I was out canvassing, and I went up
and knocked on the door to the
school,” recalled City Councilman
James Tayoun of the day several years
back when he first encountered the
instituflan, Y1 eatd, "What e heil is

. this? And ) went back and tosk some
classes, The kernel of truth hit me: It's
the land that's productive and not
what's on top of it."

True 10 that thesis, Georgists propose
to tax land ownership — not its
improvements '— to discouragé real

to write on social theory when he dis-
covered the school, Dodsou said.

A mortgage department manager for

Provident National Bank at the time,
Dodson said he often found himself
pondering causes of the city's blighted
housing stock,.

‘I wondered, *Why do we have
slums? Why do we have inadequate
housing?' ** Dodson said. '‘Henry
Georpe School showed me [t was largely
because of the tax structure.”

But nat all Georgists are decp-think-
ing theorists from the start, Take Lucia
Cipolloni, school receptionist and vol-
unteer for more than 50 years. )

H1 ok 4 Beurse in 1937, Jusl sul of
high swhool," Cipollont said, She sson
grasped its message, .

“Democracy s a wonderful thing,”
she sdid. ““It's just awfully hobbled by
land monopoly.” ,

Cipolloni, employed at 2 Roxbor-
ough real estate agency, said it was easy

estate speculation and to encourage the. _to explain her dedication 1o the school

highest and best use of property fos
greater productivity, fuller employment
and equitable distribution of wealth,
Topies of 10-week courses at the
school, offered for modest fees or free
of charge; range from *'Political Econ-
-omy" to "“Great Decisions '90s,”' and a
seminar series also is offered. Winter
term begins Jan. 27,
. An introductory stock market course
for a sub-bargain basement $25 fee is
the only non-Georgist offering — and
the most popular. “It's a come-on,”
Curtis said. The course is taught by
Sam Gray, a full-time contract engineer
who for 20 years also has been a part-
 time stock analyst. :
" **Sam believes in thése ideas, and he
knows his course brings people in the
"door,™ Curtis said.
Gray and other school instructors
velunteer their services at no charge.
"I find it stimulating,”" said Gray,
who has formed a market research

over the many vears. **[ feel a5 a citizen
once you know a truth you shouid do
something about it,”” .

Such entkusiasm of avowed Georg-
ists, though, seems to _.mzv short of great’
success in a world at large loag on skep-
ticism and short of time for reflection,
noted Tayoun.

*“The land-value tax is long overdue,
and this city is going to die without it.
Every year I introduce the damn
thing,”* he sald. **But it falls on deaf

Tayoun said he last year unsuccess-
fully sponsored a bill to inject the con-
cept inito local tax assessments and will
introduce a similar bill in 1990, He said
talk of the tax took place at budget
review time but a less hectic atmosphere
is needed in which to explain its
nuances. However, he added, the plan
as it ‘has been proposed for modern
Philadelphia is rather simple,

At the center of Georgist thought is

group from his class graduates, “And I -the proposition that land should be

find it true, as they say, that the best
way to learn something is to teach if.

- Certain questions that are asked, they
get me to thinking.”

If -Gray's Wall Street credentials are
‘from the school of hard knocks — and,
- in his case, considerable market success,

he claims — that falls in line with the
"similar credentials of others who run
- the institution.

eighth grade and dropped out at age 17,

said simply, ““The Hensy George School

has been my education.”

The Phitadelphia school technically is
-an extension campus of the New York

headquarters for the New York State
University-chartered institution. But its
" adult offerings are the most complete of

" " the half-dozen or so Henry George

affiliate campuses throughout the
nation, Several other Georgist fraterni-
*‘ties, including a big following in Aus-
tralia, are scattered ‘around the globe,
The president of the board of trustees
of the Henry George Schoo!, Edward
" Dodson, is a manager in the Philadel-
phia Federal Mational Mottgage Asso-
‘ciation office who several years ago
enrolled as a Henry George student and
teday is working on a master's of lib-
eral arts degree at Temple University.

Curtis, a dyslexic who twice failed )

taxed {or the socially gererated bencfits
deriyed from its ownership. At the same
time, 'it is posited that assessments
based on improvements to the land are
counterproductive. It further:is believed
taxes on labor such as income or wage
taxes are unfair and unwise,

In Philadelphia, like most urban
areas, a land tax would be applied most
severely where the ownership of land is
most lucrative — the downtown. Cur-
rently, the formula for assessing real
estate for property taxes includes land
values, but in relatively small measure,

Though sosie would insist the matier
is more nebulons, stated policy calls for
assessing a property for its building

improvements and for the land itself ar -arket dynamics. Curtis said an.atirac-

a 3.1-to-1 ratio, Tayoun said. The total
assessed value then is used as a multi-
plier with city miltage rates to arrive at
property tax bills,

“It’s a simple thing,” Tayoun said-of
the proposed change, *'[t changes the
ratio of assessment. Right now it’s 1.1
to 1, building to land. We say change
thatto2to , or 2.5to 1.”?

Tayoun said most people would
enjoy-lower property taxes if the pro-
posal were adopted,

““In 80 percent of the homes in eight
of the 10 councilmanic districts, the

. property assessments go down immedi-

RO up drastically.”

,"Our suppoet Tor it is based upon the”

-applications, So it is a welcome byprod-

and pruning trees as chief arborist at
Winterthur Museum and Qardens near
. Wilmington. He resides in his native
"town of Arden, Del., one of ouly two
"— along with Fairhope, Ala. ~ mod-
ern-day Georglst communities,

Founded around the turn of the cen-
tury, Arden is governed by a board of
directors, which marnages a land trust
funded by residents. Residents pay
according 1o land ‘ownership, and the
fund is used 10 pay the community's
eollective municipal and county tax

© bills, Curtis explained,

Curtis sald he began taking courses in
Grorgist thought at the schoo! two dee-
ades ago after a lifetime of ignoring it
at fome. He took over relns of the
sehool nbeul a yenr ngo afier it tong:
tlme directos, Jamialean native Gieorge

ately,” he projected. *'What goes up
are the ¢orner properties, the properties
with large tawas., Chestnut Hill, Mount
Airy and the Greater Northeast, where
you have homes sitting on big plots of
ground, they go up. The (gas) refinerjes

Tayoun represents parts of Center
City, South and Narth Philadelphia.

The councilman's tast attempt to
phase 1 land-weighted assesstents
went so far as lo enlist.the support of
Mayor W. Wilson Goode, who
promptly chances for success
with Council by tying it to a milfage
hike, Tayoun said.

UL think the cencept’s goad 't iy
Fikance Director Betey Heveal sald,

experience of many other parts of the
commonwealth, notably Pittsburgh,
Whether we would make it a hallmark
of future tax restructuring is a question,
but certainly one which fs worth Jook-
ing into."" .

Various cities in Pennsylvania already
utilize such a two-ter assessment struc.
ture; including” Harrisburg, Scranton
and Pittsburgh, I is in the latier city
that the formula is most weighted
toward a land tax.

Though he acknowledged Pittsburgh
has ‘its slums, school director Curtis
guickly added, **But less slums than in
other cities,” He noted the city’s liva-
bility last year was rated tops ‘in the
nation in a Rand McNally ranking.

*'Despite the slump in-the steel indus-
tty, they have pushed ahead in Pius-
burgh with new construction of office
buildings,” Curtis said, and added the
city’s land 1ax was to be credited, )

If such an inelination to simplify
cause and effect scems hasty, Georgists
insist convenfional economic planning
dwells too much on the trees of the
economic landscape and too little on
the forest. Qr, to use another meta-
phor, “It’s like bailing out the water
from a‘sinking boat while we’re work- ; t f )
ing on stopping the leaks," Curtis said, cational materials and qnncz._ﬂzﬂ.n.mn. to

To naysavers who insist Georgist  increasing n:_d:m._m:r. school officials
theory is idle dreaming, he responded, ' recently completed big physical-plant
“Up until months or even just weeks actions. ) B
before the ‘Civil War people said of Sate of one property and a move into
Abolition, ‘Man, this isn't ever going to  another site by the New York keadquar-
get anywhere,” ** ) ; - ters netted a $2.5 million profit for the

Georgist strategy is to get land taxes institution’s endawment, Some
implemented at the-municipal level first  $200,000 of that was pumped Inlo his- |
and eventually rise to state and federal - totically sensitive renovations to the
enactment, } Philadelphia property, completed last

Though they have separate histories Summer in time [for'a locally hosted
and -distinct differences in philosophy, Georgist convention marking the ses-
Georgists have a large involvement in  quicentennial of George's birth, The
efforts of the Libertarian Party, which
emphasizes individual liberties and free-

of headquarters operations in New
York. In that position, Coiling primar-
ity works to further school ties to public
- education programs nationwide, Curtis
said, e
. In Philadelphia, the school for more
than a decade has accommodased stu-
dents from the Parkway School, a Phit-
adelphia Schoo! District program fea-
turing inndvative and customized
"corricalum. Nationwide, an estimated
1,500 high school teachers utilize Hensy
George School materials furnished at
minimal cost.

Student numbers at the local Henry
George School are smalf, Curtis said the
school spends about $5,000 every term
on direct-mail and radio advertis ng Lo
draw about 25 students to the half-
dozen Georgist courses and about an
equal number to Gray's Wall Street
‘eourse. Maybe half those numbers
complete the courses, the director said.

. Curtis sald he hopes 1o do bettér in
“the future by supplementing random
mailings with targeted lists,

*‘The school has embarked on an
ambitious program of expansion,”” trus-
tees head Dodson said.

Along with the dissemination of edu-

_.nmsoqmn¥o_,rm:m.n_mmummx:nn:EQ_.nm.
idence in Philadelphia..... Co

tion. for devotees of the Henry George
School is intellectual camaraderie and

*Georgist thought lags behind Jast cen-
dueling among followers over modern

tury when everyone from Churchill to

‘uct of associations with Libertarians
that friendly arguments erupt over fine
points of political thought, he said.

Not surprisingly, there is more
emphasis placed on the land tax by
those counting themselves Georgists
first, Libertarians second. But like that
political party, Curtis said the ideclogis
cal stripes of Georgists are many.,

““There-are people who look under

and debating “Progress and Poverty”
— George died four days before his
political popularity might have carried
him to success at the polls in the 1897
New York mayoral race -— Curtis and
other Georgists appear nonplassed, ;
“It just sort of feels good workihg
for samething that’s u imately going to
do some good in the world,"” Curtis
said, - - T

Curtis, 47, spent 20 years clifbing

Collins, was named executive director -

homestead is believed to be the only

And if modern mass dissemination of 3

Tolstoy to Charles Darrow wag reading !



