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Leonard E. Read



Preface

In 1946, when Leonard E. Read set out to launch the Foundation
for Economic Education, the eyes of the economics profession were on
the federal government. Members of Congress were discussing the
Full Employment Act, and the International Monetary Fund and the
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development were preparing
to go into operation. Both developments greatly influenced the
economic discussion. Officials of other government agencies were
busily releasing their studies on economic issues. The Governors of
the Federal Reserve System were leading the discussion on the
relations of prices, wages, employment, housing, Social Security, and
public works. U.S. Treasury authorities were holding forth on
corporate income taxation, their colleagues in the Department of
Agriculture on land use, and officials of several other agencies on
spending and saving, wages and working conditions, ctc.

A few private institutions joined the official discussion with
research reports on business cycles, taxation, and transition problems.
The staff of the Committee for Economic Development, which was the
largest and most influential organization, made a strong case for full
employment. The Twenticth Century Fund published a major study on
international cartels, and the directors of the Brookings Institution
released their findings on relief and Social Security. The officers of
the National Bureau of Economic Research published a major volume
on the measurements of business cycles and two volumes on income
and wealth. The American Economic Association released a collection
of articles on income distribution by several members. The academic
world was barely audible in a few essays and articles.

To create an institution of learning that would confront this vast
array of officialdom and its vocal allies was well-nigh inconceivable
to everyone except Leonard E. Read. He appeared to be oblivious to
the power and strength of official opinion and Mainstream economic
thought. He was an entrepreneur par excellence, self-confident,
ambitious, and courageous, who could have launched any enterprise to
which he would have set his mind. He could have become a wealthy
founder of corporations and a famous captain of industry. Why would
he want to join the field of political economy with its army of
officeholders and their partisans in private associations and institutions?
For reasons no one will ever know, he chose to enter the world of
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thought and ideas, of ideologies and philosophies, and create the
Foundation for Economic Education. With the help of a few friends
and kindred souls he built an institution which was to engage the
statist establishment.

The Foundation filled an immediate need and was so eminently
successful that it became the model for several other foundations here
and abroad. Leonard E. Read, the offspring of New England pioneers,
was to become the leader who, at a crucial moment in American
history, rallied the demoralized and tired forces of individual freedom
and the private property order. This book is dedicated to his memory,
which will live as long as the Foundation for Economic Education or
one of its offshoots carries his message to anyone willing to listen.

Mary Sennholz



Chapter I

The Boy from Hubbardston

On September 26, 1898, when Leonard Edward Read first saw the
light of this world in Hubbardston, Michigan, the eyes of the world
were on Paris, France. The Peace Commissioners of Spain and the
United States were about to meet to seek an end to the
Spanish-American War. The peace treaty, signed December 10, 1898,
conformed to President McKinley’s terms: the United States took
possession of the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico; Cuba became
independent. For Spain the treaty meant the end of an era. In the
words of Salvador de Madariaga: "Her eyes, which for centuries had
wandered to the ends of the world, were at last turned on her own
home estate.” For the United States the war signaled an end to a long
period of internal colonization and the beginning of a role as a world
power. Within a few years the U.S. made the Caribbean an American
lake, stretched across the Pacific and piayed an important part in the
politics of the Far East, and was preparing, unbeknownst to itself, to
play a crucial role in the affairs of Europe.

By 1898 the U.S. population barely exceeded 70,000,000. There
was general prosperity with rapidly rising income and wealth. The lean
years of the 1893-1897 depression, with their hesitations and fears,
were past. Factories were again expanding, valuable minerals were
mined in ever larger quantities, drilling rigs were searching for more
oil, farmers produced more food, and an expanding system of railroads
was opening the country for economic production and exchange. By
1894 the U.S. had become the leading manufacturing nation of the
world. By 1913 American per capita income was to become the
highest in the world.

For the Read family such news only meant that man must work,
for all growth depends on activity. On the 80-acre farm just outside
Hubbardston the young couple, Orvilie Baker Read and his beautiful
bride, Ada Sturgis Read, labored from dawn to dusk to wrest a living
from the bounty of nature. They had suffered badly from the
depression, but the recovery that set in in 1897 gave new hope and
rising incomes. In fact, farmers were about to enjoy one of the most
prosperous periods ever recorded in the peacetime history of American
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agriculture. Industry was growing rapidly, creating ever new demand
for agricultural products, causing farm product prices to rise
significantly. Industrial expansion was about three times the rate of
agricultural growth in the period between 1895 and 1915, bringing
technological improvements to farmers and lower costs of tools and
implements. With rising product prices came growing land values,
better homes, more conveniences, and more help on the farm. With
cash in their pockets and savings in the bank many farmers became
restless searching for more land and new opportunities—as had their
fathers before them at the frontier. Orville Read visited lower Alberta
where he bought 80 acres of wheat land. Although nothing came of the
venture, it afforded him the occasion for 2 long trip, the biggest of his
life.

While Orvilie was exploring the West, Ada was running the farm
with the help of a ficld hand and & hired girl. Her family, the
Sturgiscs, had come from Ohio to the Michigan frontier when the
Indians were still roaming the woods. Except for a few clearings,
probably made by the Indians, Michigan was covered with a heavy
growth of trees. The forests were filled with oaks, hickory, walnut, ash,
pine, and many other varieties of trees. Some magnificent specimens
reached heights of 200 feet or more and were ten to fifteen feet in
diameter, Clearing the land was a problem that confronted the early
settlers.

Her grandfather was the first settler in Shiawassec County, not far
from Lansing and Flint. Several years later, he moved to and built the
first house in Gratiot County, a few miles to the northwest. He
probably arrived soon after 1813, when American troops had
recaptured Michigan from the British and the Indians. Michigan was
still a “territory” with Detroit as the capital. Because of the ever-
present dangers even after the war, only the most courageous settlers,
like the Sturgises, ventured to move into the Michigan forest.
Settlement was slow and did not accelerate until after the opening of
the Eric Canal in 1825, The population of Michigan, which was only
4,762 in 1810 and 8,096 in 1820, increased to 31,639 in 1830. By then
a daily boat line ran between Detroit and Buffalo, bringing in scores
of eager settlers from the East. Many came directly from Europe. In
1834 a state census counted 82,273 Michigan residents, which was
more than the number then required for admission to the Union
(60,000}, In 1837, Michigan was admitted as the 26th state.



