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 MERTZON — For several years the subject of inheritance taxes has been brought up at meetings 
of various organizations concerned with the welfare of ranchers. 
 Actually, this tax is not new. It is an expansion of the ancient escheat law by which kings used to 
seize all estates whose heirs were unknown. 
 The modern inheritance tax works in identical fashion, except that it’s not only possible to find the 
heirs, but you can hear them pleading for mercy two miles upwind from the tax office. Attorneys and 
accountants have been working for years, trying to devise programs to avoid or at least reduce this tax 
which man has created to punish those of his fellows who insist on working like ants instead of fiddling 
away their summers like grasshoppers. 
 In general, such pains are based on the theory that if a man is lucky enough to live long enough to 
accumulate an estate, he should gradually distribute the pile among his heirs. This starts a chain reaction in 
which the heirs are expected to begin redistributing the estate among their own children. The end result is 
that the children are stuck with trying to figure out just how the hell they will ever be able to save sufficient 
money to pay their inheritance taxes on an allowance of 50 cents a week. 
 Great care must be used in dividing one’s wealth prior to death, or his actions will come under the 
Gift Tax category. This is a toll exacted by the government to protect citizens from being too generous for 
their own good. (Liberal scholars use the Gift Tax as the best example of the paternal instinct of the federal 
government). 
 This struggle to avoid what the Hopi Indians call “the only bridge tool that is charged after the man 
has paid for the bridge” is not new. The Indians, when they realized that the very teepee that sheltered them 
was subject to appraisal and taxation after they had passed on to a less complicated hunting ground, were 
the first to devise a means of avoiding death duties. This, you will recall, was accomplished by burying 
every unmortgaged article the deceased owned, relying on the spirits to spook the tax collectors away. 
 Their system of evading taxes worked better than any other the world has ever known before or 
since it was invented. For although it was harder to keep Indian tax collectors out of a wampum pouch than 
it is to keep weevils out of a flour can, they knew better than to go rooting around and disturbing the dead. 
(A particularly bitter group of our citizens would have us believe that the ancient taboo will soon end, and 
by the next century even the burial shroud may be seized for taxes.) 
 The first white inhabitants of this country — the pioneers, or as the Indians good naturally 
nicknamed them, the “land thieves” — soon became very astute at concealing and avoiding estate taxes. 
Their attitude toward this type of levy was in sharp contrast to the ire they displayed toward other forms of 
taxation. It was a habit of the early settlers to let kings and queens know when a tax displeased them, and 
they expressed themselves in such a manner that even a deaf and dumb ruler was bound to get the message. 
 The old cusses didn’t blink an eye or waste a word if they thought a ruler was trying to put the 
hocus pocus to them through taxation. They would react in unmistakable manner by dumping shiploads of 
tea in the ocean or taking up declarations on posts. 
 And they learned to dodge the death toll by purchasing old guns that would misfire half the time, 
old antique chairs that were harder to sit on than a side saddle, and thousands of pitchers and china wash 
bowls decorated with flowers and fat naked ladies. It’s easy to imagine what the tax collector would think 
when he dropped by a pioneer residence to pick up Caesar’s portion. Though we have no record to 
substantiate it, our supposition is that the collector would end up sighing resignedly and sending the heirs a 
sympathy card as soon as he found the time. 
 From this perfect system of swindling the tax office was founded the antique business as we know 
it today. And come to think of it, antique dealers still do not need a guardian when it comes to trading with 
the U.S. government or anybody else. 
 However, in these modern times we find a much different situation than that with which the Indians 
and the pioneers had to deal. The tax office today is staffed by a college trained crew that can cold-trail an 
armadillo if the animal is suspected of concealing something taxable under his shell. 
 Not only are these boys personally able to sniff out any taxpayer inclined to hide his taxable 
wealth, but they have office machines that, if necessary, could catch all the tax evaders in New York City in 
one day and have time left over to start on Boston. 



 Therefore, the only people trying to beat estate taxes today are gangsters and people who own 
enough property to qualify for the tax. Other citizens are far too honest to try to beat a tax they do not owe. 
Besides, they are too preoccupied in searching for ways to avoid other federal, state, city and county taxes. 
 It’s hard to say whether the estate tax will ever by nullified or reduced. But until it is, it sure takes 
the edge off the old story about the smart little ants that stored up provisions for the winter while the 
grasshopper fiddled a gay tune. 


