'DR. RALPH BORSODI

Dr. Ralph Borsodi is such a legendary figure in the back-
to-the-land and self-sufficiency movement that many of roday's
“homesteaders" think he muss have lived generarians ago.

Noi so. Although he did begin pioneering in the
anti-urban and grow-your-own crusade

hale and hearty and now lives an active life in
Hampshire.
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——Fhere’s far more to this man than o mere longing to “drop
wurof an increasingly complex world, however. Unlike so
many of teday’s would-be back-10-the-landers, Dr. Borsodi has
spent decades analvzing the ills of modern society and devising
remedies for those ailments. He has also sharpened his vision
into the future so keenly that, as his followers know, he usuaily
seems 10 be hard ar work on a problem at leass 20 years before
lesser men realize ir exists,

In 1943, for example, when most ecomomisis and politi-
cians were talking about price comtrols and ow “manoged”
wartime economy, Raiph Borsodi wos warning—in a book wirh
the same iitle~that Inflation Is Coming. Ji did . . . and ir’s still
with us . . . and it shows no sign of going away.

Of course evervone knows that now, and the business world
is being flooded with lecrures gnd meetings and books and
pamphiets that discuss the problem in vivid derail. And while
all that alk is going on, what has Dr. Borsodi been doing”
Only inventing and circulating an inflation-proof currency of
his awn up there in Exeier, New Hampshive . . . that's all.

MOTHER will be publishing further information abous Dr.
Borsodi's new currency —the Constani—in her next issue. Right
now, though, we'd like you to meet this exceptional man and
learn something about his past activities. Carolyvn Kimsey vis-
ited Dr. Borsodi in his Exeter home over the 1974 New Yeor
holidays and the following interview was taken from her con-
versations with him at that time.

and for the

PLOWBOY: Dr. Borsodi, you've lived a rich and full life and
yourynany achievements have been copiously documented by

the press . .. yel, in at least one important area, you appear (0
be 3 man of mystery: No ane seerns to know just how old you
are,

BORSODI: No, well 1 don’t know myself. | think | was bom

in either 1886 or "87. The only documented evidence of age |
have is my passport, which shows me 1o be B8 ... upon the
testimony of my older brother

PLOWBOY: | understand were born in New York City
and grew up there, but that you were educated by your par
ents rather than enrolled in the city's public school system

= you're nkmg me to recall things llm
ng time ago—that | did go to school in New
fj/;/ ast a few months when we returned from

tiénded public school for just a short time, and |

s ting both a Master of Arts and
1 doctorate in recent years—I've never had a Bachelor of Arts
degree ... which, of course, is supposed o come first. 1 did a
lot of studying in my youth, but my formal education was
very sketchy.

1 was introduced 10 economics by working for my father,
who was a publisher and who had connections in the fiel
advertising: That was my first job-| was just 3 boy—an
opened my eyes in many ways

It was while | was there, 100, that | became intere:
the idea of homesteading. My father wrote the introduction to
A Lirrle Land and a Living, This was 3 book about farmin
self-sufficiency written by Bolton Hall. He was a very
guished author and the book played an important part in the
back-to-the-land movement thai ook place during the banking
panic of 1907

Now I'd been raised in the city and in these private
and this was the first time 1 was at all
that there was another way of living. My father had s
in Texas then and, compared 1o today
new country at that time. So, wit
of what life could be, I moved out 1
spread my wings a little.

PLOWBOY: That must have been wh
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really become conscious of the question of p
until much later. | had come back 10 New Y
had a wife and two sons and | was worki e i
consultant for Macys and some other marketing firms. Then
in 1920, there was a great housing she the city and the
home we were living in was sold right !

we left. | moved my family out
deliberate effort 1o get away from ur

PLOWBOY: You were launched upon y
theu, by @ housing shortage

BORSODI: Yes, yes...but | also left the past b
another very good reason. My first wife was raised on a far
Kansas and | knew that | could draw on her experience. Wit
my wife’s help | would be able to do things in the country
my city background would have made it extremely difficult
for me to do alone

My theory was that it was possible to live
bly in the country than in the city. We wante
with building and making things for ours
security independent of the fluctuations
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payment on a little place—we called it Seve
land County, an hout and three-quarters fro

n

conscious of

the state was a brar

rns of living

it savings into the down
es -in Rock
New York City

continwed on nexr page )



feontinued from preceding page!

| continued to work in the city and we made monthly pay-
ments out of my salury while we rebuilt an old bam on the
property into a house, By the end of the second year we had a
very comfortable and modern homestead

PLOWBOY: And you were relishing this comfort when others
were becoming desperate! | think you've written about that
time in these words: “...in the depression of 1921, when
millions were tramping the streets of our ciies looking for
wark, we began 1o enjoy the feeling of pleaty which the city-
dweller never experiences”. You were, of course, referring in
part to the fact that you had plenty of eggs, meat, milk, fruit
and vegetables to eat while many others had none,

BORSODI: Yes.

PLOWBOY: Your experiment, then, was an immediate suc
cess

BORSODI: It was. So much so that we soon outgrew our first
homestead, In 1924 we bought 18 acres—which we named
Dogwoods after the beautiful trees on the land-and developed
it into an even more satisfying place to live. | built quite a
formidable home and three other buildings there from the
natural rocks we found on the property.

PLOWBOY: Did you do all that work yourself?

BORSODI: Oh no, that would have been impossible. After all,
the main building was three stories high and 110 feet long and
1 was still busy in the city at the time. | had contractors do
some of the work on the big house, But | also did a lot on that
structure myself—particularly on the interior—and 1 did even
more on the other houses we put up. We were using a modifi-
cation of Ernest Flagg's method of building with stone, you
know.

PLOWBOY: How did you acquire the necessary construction
skills? Did you leam by doing?

BORSODI: That's right. Practice and reading and observation

.one of the best of all ways of getting an education, We've
forgotten, you see, that at one time most people obtained
their trai by apprenticeship. Even doctors and lawyers,
before we had medical and law schools, learned those profes-
sions as an apprentice to an already established M.D. or attor-
ney.

PLOWBOY: Well | must say that you certainly used yu
“learn by doing” philosophy 1o good advantage. Not only
you teach yourself-with or without the help of others
build stone houses but, in the course of turmnigg B

into a self-sufficient homestead, you learne
shear sheep, plow, churn butler, operate,

merely by sticking it out and living there for four years.

So what this did, of course, was to sprinkle our West with
literally millions of people living on isolated homesteads. And
back in those days, when you only had horses with which to
travel, you might not see your neighbors for days. You went

10 town probably once a week if you went that often.

Now this kind of living is just as unnatural as packing g
ple like sardines into the boxes of New York City,
gregarious animal. He's not supposed 1o live in &
should actually live in a community, but a co
not necessarily have 10 be a city. There's all th
world that the building of cities is o
that mankind has ever made: For b
health we've gor to be close to Mothe:

ing” ... b
PLOWBOY:

establish after you left Da

mn’@cs‘ ediately saw that the center of such
a comemfinity should be 4 school where everyone —not just the
hild

gram for the unemployed of that city during the d

BORSODI: Yes, that's right.

PLOWBOY: | understand that you eventually by
with the project

Dayton—came to Dogwoods »
what they were doing. It wa

I
ogram but
yuied. Afle

arry Hopkins, who

Gver made in my life. 1 brought back the
dght .. . but with it came the federal burcaucracy.
es, the Secretary of the Interior, federalized the
project v fhe spring of ‘34. From then on it was just agony
trying to accomplish anything on the Dayton project. | finally
g0t fed up with it all and decided 10 try 10 start a movemnent—

a loom and do many other things.
this activity in one of your books

BORSODI: Yes, well |
point or anything. 1|s
one to write d

a derally sponsored that would get people
ut of the cities and into the pattern of life which | call
rhomesteading”

PLOWBOY: | think | should point out for our readers that
when you speak of “homesteading”, you're actually talking
about the founding of self-sufficient communities . . , rather
than splendidly isolated little farms.

BORSODI: Yes. I'm certainly not an advocate of what hap-
pened almost only in the United States . . . and almost entirely
only in the US. Mid and Far West. When that part of our
country was settled, see, it was done under the original Home-
stead Act, This legislation allowed you to locate on 160 acres
—a quarter section of land—and gain title to the property

Id study the most important subject
: the philosophy of living.
that philosophy, as it's taught in the academic
world, is a completely meaningless discipline, Philosophy as a
ay of living, on the other hand, is just enormously Important.
Abraham Lincoln once said that the future of America
depends upon ieaching people how to make a good living from
a small piece of land, Now this is the technology we must
study . .. how to make & good living—not just a Spartan exist
ence, but a good living—on a small piece of land

PLOWBOY: | suppose you began your new community, then,
with ane of these schools

BORSODI: Yes. | established a School of Living back in Rock-
land County, New York during the winter of 1934-'35. Before
long about 20 families began coming out regularly from New
York City to spend the weekends at this school. How they
scraped up the moniey 1o get there | don't know,

It was the middle of the depression, you see, and some of
these people didn't have any source of income, | remember
when we got ready to commence building our first commu-
nity. | told them, “I'll begin if there are enough of you who
will put up a little money with which to start.” Do you know
how much those 20 families could raise? Two hundred dollars.
The whole batch of them. They laid the money on the table
and | gave them receipts for it and that’s all there was. It was
up 1o me 1o go out and find a way 1o buy the land we needed

PLOWBOY: How did you do it?

BORSODI: Well | had a tract | wanted to use .. about 40
acres I'd spotted near Suffemn. It belonged to a Jewish delica-
tessen owner in New York City, a man by the name of Plotkin

I went to him and I said, “Mr. Plotkin, you've got 40 acres
of land and you know that now, during the depression, it’s
almost worthless . .. and it'll be years and years before you
can begin to get back what you've put into that property. Now
| haven't got any money, but I'll sign & contract for your 40
acres a contract that binds me to pay you for one-fortieth,
or whatever part of the land I'm using, every time | build 1
house on it. And each time | start a new building, Il go to the

N

fon and to pay you for
lazens of talks with Mr.
t0 agree.

BOY: Did all 20 of your onginal families also join?

: No, only 16. And as I've mentioned, they didn’t
much ready cash. So | said 10 them, “The lots here
héuld cost you a little less than $1.000 bul you're not going
1o have to buy those lots. All you'll have 1o scrape up is rent,
including taxes, of about $5.00 a month. Then | started rais-
ing money, mostly by issuing certificates of indebtedness
which could be paid off with those rent installments.

What | had done, you see, was create a land trust . . . really
an ecanomic, banking and credit institution. We called i1 the
Independence Foundation, Inc. It was a new and ethical way
of holding lnd in trust ., . of making low-cost, cooperatively
shared credit available to people who wanted (o build home-
steads in our community. This institution made il powible 10
provide people access fo land without their having to pay cash
for the property in the beginning

PLOWBOY: Great!
struction of homes?

BORSODI: Well most of the families who joined Bayard Lane
were unemployed, but a few did have jobs or a little money
So we just put the first group to building ses and raising
gardens und doing other productive wark. and the second fur
nished enough cash 10 cover the basic expenses

We followed pretty much this same course of action a little
later, when we started Van Houten Fields . . . a second School
of Living project in the Suffern, New York area

But how did you then finance the con

PLOWBOY: What happened to these communities .. . and
were others budt?

BORSODI: The two communities, of course, are still there
They've changed somewhat over the years -only a few families
still raise the big gardens—but they're still there

As for others . . . well, World War L1 with its priorities mac
building materials impossible 10 get. 1t also put so much fresh
money into people’s pockets that no one much wanted to
think about self sufficient homesteads for the next 20 years

What with one thing and another, | gave up the Independ
ence Foundation during the war and Mildred Loomis took the
School of Living 1o Ohio. She continued 0 operaie it there
with her husband, John, until his death in 1968. Mildred then

moved the school 1o Freeland, Maryland where it's still feac
ing today's back-to-thedand people the basics of doing for
themselves.

PLOWBOY: Dr. Borsodi. if the mail we receive at THE

MOTHER EARTH NEWS is any indication, there are now
hundreds of thousands—probably millions—of people in this
country who feel that today’s urbanized and industrialized
society just doesn’t work anymore .. that the so<called
“system” no longer satisfies basic human wants, needs and
desires.

BORSODI: Well, the dissatisfaction with “modem™ society in
this country that you talk about is nothing new. We've had it



again and again, especially during and after great depressions.
since the nation was founded. The unrest usually spawns a
hack 10 the land"™ movement that catches fire for a while

and then times get beter and we repeat the cycle all over
again

PLOWBOY: Why?

BORSOD!
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BORSODI: Oh yes.
call it agribusiness
the dairy farms

own, it’s pure and fresh milk ... unlike the bottled variety
vhich is all processed and pasteurized and treated and, in my
pinion, inferior

So you have the milk. But that cow also produces manure
and, if you have enough manute, you don't need to buy any
chemical fertilizer. Also. you've got to consider the value of
the calf which that cow has each year. By the time you add up
all the income a farmer can realize from a cow, you'll see that
the return on his investment is quite substantial . . . provided
and his family use the milk.

0 the other hand, the farmer sells the milk a1 wholesale
s 10 someone else, then he y a little return for it
retail prices for the things he wans.
e most to him, in other words, when he

pric
which he must spend a
The milk is worth t
uses it

This is an example of the econontic law that | discussed
in m . The Distribution Age. It has 10 d
tion costs, When you buy milk, you pay very litt
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The heart of economics, you see, is the isfaction of
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your factory can satisfy. But nature doesn't have factories, 50
it's obvious that the creation of such a demand is probably
wrong. And when you encourage people 1o want

it's just good business ¢

only

the wrong things, you're really creating a pattern of life-a way
of living—that you shouldn't

you're not what anyone could call
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and good living. Unfortunately, most of the rest of th
world is concerned with the 1
mass production and money

Do you know what the word
comes from the Greek word oe

ated the earth or its natural resource

support him so he could deg
We can enjoy the fruit of the land or

the land is » trustee of that lan

iomestead most of your in
\Imf \u\lll\ in lhc form of goods and services but you ‘|A>|

but in the one case you .c,w.J

d is interested in these days

| believe you make a similar distinction when it
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holding It in trust for the use of everyone, including genera-

tons yet unborn, is the only morally comect course of action
_ . fram the standpoint of both the earth and mankind.

BORSODI: Of course.

PLOWBOY: But we've never done that in this country. Asa
matier of fact, few il any —cultures have.

BORSODI: No. Well, let me put it this way: The only worth-
‘while histories that have ever been writien have been histories
of civilizations, Histories of single nations are what Napoleon
called & “lie agreed upon™. National histories just aggrandize
the story of a country

Histories of civilizations, though, are something different
Toynbee, you know, has written an account of 2| civiliea-
tions. and the interesting point about them is that every
one of them died. As Toynbee explained i1-and he does in
historical terms - they were challenged by some problem, some
crisis, Tovnbee called these confrontations *“times of troubles™

and if the civilization wasn't equal to the challenge. the
whole thing simply collapsed

Now this is what we face. Have you ever heard of Spengler
and his big book. The Decline of the West? Well it made a
tremendous sensation when it appeared. because he predicted
exactly what is taking place today

Spengler’s thesis is that what every civilization seems 10 do
is 1o pile up all the wealth and all the health in big cities
where they finally decay. And then there's a collapse and an
overwhelming population decline and the people who are left
are forced back 1o the land.

Now it seems tragic 10 me that we do not listen 10 men like
Toynbee and Spengler. They've shown us what can happen
We now know . .. and, instead of waiting for a crash 1o drive
s 10 & betier way of living, we should use all the wits we've
got-all the technology we've got—to develop that sort of liv-
ing before the coming collapse takes place.

PLOWBOY: Is such a catastrophe inevitable?
BORSODI: Well if we, as a culture, were

with you, but what can we do about it?

BORSODI: We must develop what a friend of mine calls a
“biotechnology™~a life technology—to replace the inorganic
technology that we've built. Instead of continuing 1o plunder
our irreplaceable resources -which we won't be able to plunder
much longer anyway—we musi begin to explore the use of
replaceable resources.

Consider energy, for example. The oil is running out. Even
the coal, which we still have a lot of, won't last forever. But
the wind! You can use the wind to drive a motor and produce
power and you can do so a8 much as you want. It doesn't
lessen the quantity of wind in the wordd a particle and it
doesn't pollute anything. We ought to have literally thousands
of windmills all over this country .

There's 3 whole new technology—in which we use wind,
water and the sun—to be developed. All the money, all the
research, now being put into an attempt o keep our existing
inorganic technology alive is a colossal mistake

PLOWBOY: Again, I'm sure that many of our readers agree
with you, An increasing number of them, as you know, are
already building biotechnic ways of living on an individual
basis. They're setting up homesteads that are largely self-
sufficient, supplying their energy requirements with wind-
plants and solar collectors, and otherwise trying to bui
fying life partemns that will allow the planet 1o endure

build these little islands of security will—to a large

able to withstand the horrors that lie ahead.
But this may well be too little and too late|

enungh. you see. for a few hundred lhuus’md

rapidly . if we're going to have

and ssked ourselves what kind of civilization we needed 1o
develop to accomplish these ends, we might ensure 3 good
living for all our citizens and organize ourselves so thal no
calamity could take place. But we haven't done that. We
haven’t done that at all. We're on a collision course with des,
tiny and the crash that's coming is going to make the
depression look like a joke

ingly imevitable?

BORSODI: Well . . . maybe. Just mayhe
up all around us. The energy crisis, y|
me for this very reason. Because,
is getting a fami glimmer nf the fae

Well, thGse resources are never going 10 be
ey're going 10 become increasingly unavail-
the twilight of industrialism and urbanism.

Your magazine, THE MOT! ARTH NEWS, prints mar-
velous articles. about gy sources\and compost-
ing and 5o on. Buyf You're just one small

should be trying so
about it ould be taught in

et the universities 1o teach the
L hers in the colleges and universities
pewe need.
\ied history the history of social movements.
ing we're engaged in s a social movement. Now
fy one way of getting something like this accepted:
ize it in your Get the
churches and the schools and the advertising industry, if you
must have one, 10 make it the prevailing doctrine of your cul-
ture

Then you've gol to start putting together the necessary sup-
port system . . . and let me illustrate what | mean by that.

The automobile. | bought my first automobile in 1908
when | was in Texas. At that time there were no garages and
you had 1o find your own machine shop or actually be a
machinist if you had repairs to make, Or you had 1o send yous
vehicle to the factory

The roads weren't very good back then, either, and | had 10
buy gasoline at every country store | passed. There were no gas
pumps of garages of anything that motorists take for granted
nowadays. Today's low-slung automobiles, with their compli-
cated parts and electronic ignitions wouldn't have lasted very
long in 1908. Even if a few people had gotten together 1o

design and build their own “vehicle of the future™ back then
and even if it had turned out to be exactly like a 1974 sutomo-
bile, it wouldn't have had much impact. Not many individuals
would have found it practical to operate such a car. The kind
of roads it would have needed—the support systems—weren’t
available.

Now that's the situation we face today. It's not enougl
afew of us to build our own windmills and solar-heated fious
We've got to come up with a technology that can kefep
ment like this working for millions upon millions
We've got to develop the necessary support systes

BORSODI: 1t ix 1 big job. It involyes

statute passed by the N
€

law, for the first the rmna:mn of corpora-

tions for pri Id only organize
a corporatig urposes: con-
struction of o m:lhm;af that nature.

tk statute granted corpora-
rsons . .. with special privileges
Afid that was the start of the tremen-

a diffexénce between classical capitalism and corporate capital-
ism, you see. If that 1811 statute hadn’t been passed, we would
otally different world today

PLOWBOY: Sa you'd change that law

1: Well you can’t have a free economy once you've
given virtually endless special privileges to various corporations.
1 would abolish those privileges. | would also introduce a
rational system of land tenuse and a rational system of money

money that couldn’t be inflated at the whim of politicians.

PLOWBOY: And you'd establish Schools of Living in every
community.

V% |

1o decentralize soci-
ing in the country, you
™. This Is not true. 1t's

.. you've got to

¢ all sorts of crafts and activities that people in the city

othing about.

here's more than just solving the how-10 problems. I've

aid that if we're going to have a real rural renaissance
dfust take the solving of the how-to problems for granted.

The first thing /'d provide would be festivals.

PLOWBOY: Festivals”

BORSODI: If you study the lives of peasants and farmers the
world over, you'll find that their seasons the year around have
been a series of celebrations. Even when they were shameifully
exploited by the nobility—as in the Middle Ages—they always
had their festivals. Sometimes 150 a year. They always had. in
other words, a satisfying and challenging cultural life.

Active participation in such activities is, 10 a large extent,
demied an individual in our society. We're supposed to get our
culture in the form of pre-packaged entertainment and distrac-
tions . . . secondhand, at that, from one media or anvther.
That's why we introduced singing and music and folk dancing
in our School of Living back in the 30's,

We want bread and we want good bread . . . but man doesn’t
live by bread alone. Don't underestimate that fact. We've got 1o
develop a way of living that is practical and successful. But
it’s got to be satisfactory in a cultural sense oo, All work and
nothing but work makes Jack a dull boy

PLOWBOY: Dr. Borsodi, thank you
BORSODI: And thank you. @
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