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The Principality of Ruach

On his holidays Constable Parbold went hiking in the Alps. You might ask why a Constable, whose job consists largely of walking around places, should be such a glutton for punishment that he wishes to continue doing so on his day off, but the question is irrelevant to the narrative.


When I met him in the pub he told me he had accidentally strayed into the Principality of Ruach. Ruach, like Liechtenstein, is one of those petty German statelets that, by historical accident, failed to be mopped up by Bismarck in German unification, and lies on the border between Switzerland and Austria.


Constable Parbold had not intended to visit Ruach. But somehow he went down the wrong pass, or traversed the wrong crevice – he says it was the fault of his satnav. The Ruachian frontier is not marked – or else the border markers had been obscured by snowfall – at any rate the first indication he received of his error was the sight of a sign nailed to a tree marked “Charcoal-Burning Heritage Trail (Sponsored by the Tourist Ministry of Ruach)”.


He had never been to Ruach before, and he was astonished. Magnificent, snow-capped mountains rose up on either side of him, their summits wreathed in clouds like incense. Streams leapt and danced over the crags, and flowers of many colours ran riot in the fields. The air was fresh and crisp, and he felt a special vigour just by breathing it.


His amazement was nothing, however, compared to his reaction when he encountered his first Ruachian. The man was wearing a kind of brass diver’s outfit that glinted in the Sun, and was drawing behind him a canister of air on a little trolley. He turned his face to the visitors, but under the helmet it was impossible to guess his expression, and Constable Parbold, with a cheery “Grüß Gott,” went on his way.


He walked for about a mile and passed several more Ruachians, all encased in diving-suits and drawing canisters of air behind them. Constable Parbold was impressed at the great variety of styles he saw. The brass dome was only one possibility; others had gone for rubber, sometimes plain and sometimes in the most extravagant Alpine patterns; a few had gone for a futurist, minimalist look, and were wearing what looked like concrete, although it was probably nothing heavier than off-white plastic. There were some dressed like astronauts, just as in Britain people wear tracksuits even when they have nothing sporty about them whatsoever. 


They all stared after the newcomer, and it occurred to Constable Parbold that, as he was the only person in the Principality not wearing diving-suits, he must have been causing something of a stir.


But the strangest sight was yet to come. At regular intervals by the roadside were a number of brass things like a cross between an ear-trumpet and a French horn: on one side there was a nozzle, on the other a bell-like opening, and the two were connected by a tangle of piping. There was a thing like a parking-meter attached to them, with slots for coins, banknotes, and credit cards. They bore different logos and inscriptions, although one or two seemed to repeat themselves, such as Schwarzenberg Air Holdings and Air Quintessence. Constable Parbold wondered what they were, and after half an hour’s walk he found out: or at least, he found out how they were used.


One of the Ruachians had stopped next to it. Like his compatriots he was accompanied by a canister of air on wheels, and he had taken a rubber tube from the canister and attached it to the nozzle of the brass roadside thing. Then he fed a certain amount of currency into the machine and pressed a button on the canister. A machine started and the rubber tube pulsated as though air were being sucked through it. Following the brass piping with his gaze, though, Constable Parbold could not see how it led anywhere other than the brass bell-mouth: in other words, the Ruachian was simply pumping ordinary air into his canister via a complicated system of tubing.


After a few seconds came the tinkle of a bell and the pump stopped. The Ruachian muttered something and put a few more coins in the meter; the pump started again.


“Excuse me,” said Constable Parbold, “I’m a tourist. What are you doing?”


The Ruachian glowered at him. “Isn’t it obvious?” Then he started. “You aren’t wearing a helmet!”


“No,” said Constable Parbold, “is it compulsory?”


“Can’t you read the sign?” The Ruachian gestured, and the Constable saw a notice beside the road, above the strange complex of brass tubes: No public right of breath.


“Well, I don’t actually have a helmet,” explained Constable Parbold sheepishly.


“Typical immigrants,” said the Ruachian. “You’ll be jumping the breathing list, I expect. I pay my taxes,” he added, as though it were a kind of plenary indulgence to cover all his faults.


He detached his tube from the brass piping, coiled it around the canister, and went his way. Constable stood nonplussed. A second Ruachian took the place of the first.


“You’ll catch it,” said the Ruachian. “Schwarzenberg Air Holdings have launched a crackdown on trespassers.”


“I thought this was a public highway,” protested Constable Parbold.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said the Ruachian. “But you’re trespassing on their breathing rights. How long have you been standing by this brass tubing?”


“About ten minutes,” said Constable Parbold.


“See,” said the Ruachian. “Wait for another twelve years and you might be able to claim squatters’ rights, as long as you don’t try to go to anyone else’s brass tubing.”


“Look here,” said Constable Parbold, “who owns this road?”


“That tired old anarchist argument,” said the Ruachian opaquely. “And if I were you I’d get away before a policeman comes. I saw one a few minutes ago—yes, here he comes now.”


The policeman was identifiable by his navy blue diving-helmet with the royal crest. His canister seemed rather more streamlined than the Ruachian norm, and had the possibility of a flashing blue light on top of it, although it was not currently switched on.


“What’s going on here, then?” demanded the policeman.


“A trespasser!” said the Ruachian with glee.


The policeman pounced. “You come along quietly now, my lad,” he cautioned his British counterpart. He clamped an oxygen mask over Constable Parbold’s face, handcuffed him, and walked him to the police station.


“A trespasser,” he reported to the Sergeant.


“Take him to the cells,” came the response. “We’ll deal with him later.”


In the cells he was handcuffed to a bench and a helmet was placed over his head. Tubes led out of the helmets, just below the mouth, and were looped around a chain that hung from the ceiling, but the tubes then just opened out into a bell-mouth. It was a complicated device for enabling him to breathe the air in the cell.


There was another prisoner waiting at the bench. Constable Parbold asked him: “What’s the point of this, then?”


“It’s to help you breathe, mate,” said the prisoner.


“Yes, but it only gives me access to the air in the cell!”


“Well, obviously,” said the prisoner, “who else’s air did you want to breathe?”


“I don’t mind, really,” said Constable Parbold, “but I wondered why I needed the helmet at all.”


“Well, there’s nothing to stop you taking it off, I suppose,” said the prisoner, “but what would be the point? You’d only have to put it on again when you got out. By the way, how much do you reckon I could get for putting ring-pulls into vending-machines?”


“No idea. Is that what you’re here for?”


“Pretty much,” said the prisoner proudly. “Yourself?”


“Apparently I’m being charged with trespassing on private air,” said Constable Parbold.


The prisoner laughed nastily. “Eighteen months for you, then, mate,” he smirked. “They’re cracking down on that sort of thing. Six months ago you could have got off with a caution, but those days are over now. You have to choose your moment.”


“Why is it so harsh?”


“Well, the price of air has gone up so much,” explained the prisoner. “It’s these new breathe-to-let air-mortgages. Since they liberalised the air market, people have been taking out ridiculous bank loans to buy up huge quantities of cheap air, but of course that drives the rents up, because as well as making a profit they have to pay back their mortgages, and so all the extra cost is picked up by the tenants.”


“But who do they buy the air from?”


“From the people who owned the air beforehand,” said the prisoner. “Don’t ask silly questions.”


At that moment a policeman descended to the cells. He unclamped Constable Parbold’s tubing from the hook on the ceiling and tied it loosely round his prisoner’s waist, and then he led Constable Parbold upstairs to the interview room.


The Sergeant regarded them with an air of mild sarcasm. Constable Parbold said: “Look here. I’m a tourist here: I didn’t know air had been privatised, or else I’d have made preparations. I’m prepared to leave the country if you wish.”


“We’ve contacted your Embassy,” said the Sergeant, “and we’ve agreed that we’ll say no more about it, once you’ve passed our borders ... However, for the record, you are wrong to say that air is entirely in private ownership. The air you are breathing now, for example, is public air, acquired for the benefit of the police force.”


“How can you privatise air?” demanded Constable Parbold. “That’s just silly.”


“Who’s talking about privatisation? Air has always been private. A fair amount of it belongs to the Crown, and a lot more to some old aristocratic families, but recently quite a lot has been sold to air developers.”


“But what if people can’t afford air? Do they just suffocate?”


“We do have such a thing as social security,” said the Sergeant reproachfully, “we’re not barbarians.”


“And if I own air, what’s to stop me from doing what I like with it and filling it full of toxic pollutants, if it’s in my interests and I happen not to care for my fellow-citizens?”


“We’re not completely irresponsible either,” said the Sergeant. “We have legislation to control the use of air.”


He stood up. “Can you find your way back to the border? I don’t want to be so rude as to escort you there, and our men have better things to do—but if we find out that you’ve been making a habit of trespassing on other people’s air, there could be a very strong diplomatic note lodged in London.”


“I think we need you to show me the way, at least,” said Constable Parbold.


The Sergeant sighed and led him out into the street. He pointed across a field, bright with edelweiss.


“Carry straight on across that field,” said the Sergeant, “turn left at the waterfall, follow the course of the stream, through the woods, and then you should be in Switzerland.”


Constable Parbold looked at the field. “It’s a lovely sight,” he said, “I envy the landlord.”


“The what?”


“The landlord. The bloke who owns it.”


“That’s silly,” said the Sergeant. “How can you own land?”


“Well, we do in Britain.”



“But land is just there.” The Sergeant waved his hands vaguely. “Look, if you wanted to own that field, how would you go about it?”


“Well, we buy our land from a landowner,” said Constable Parbold. “In fact, in some parts of the country, when you buy a house something like 90% of the price is for the land. So a flat in London costs about the same as a street in Kingston-upon-Hull, because land in London is so much more expensive.”


“So it’s possible to sell land? You can make a profit on something that never cost you a stroke of labour to obtain? If I made alpenhorns or cowbells and sold them for money, that money goes to compensate the work I did in producing them. But nobody made the land.”


“Not at all,” protested Constable Parbold, “it would have cost you labour to be able to buy it in the first place.”


“Granted,” said the Sergeant, “but in the first instance someone must have established a claim on the land. How do these deeds of ownership that you can buy and sell originate?”


“Well, I suppose the Norman Conquest,” said Constable Parbold, with an uncertain laugh.


“Force of arms, then,” said the Sergeant. “And what happens to all this capital you sink into buying land? Does it not just vanish from the system? If I buy baked beans, then ultimately my money goes to the bean-baker: and if he didn’t get any money then he wouldn’t bake any beans. In other words, my money goes to pay for something that wouldn’t exist if I didn’t pay. But if I buy location, that in itself produces nothing that wasn’t already there. So is your capital not just swallowed into a black hole?”


“I’m not an economist.”


“Where do you live if you can’t afford land? Do you exist in suspended animation?”


“You rent it from someone who does own it.”


“You rent it? So the landowner make a continuous profit from no labour? They get a regular income from holding a piece of paper? Surely the mere continued ownership of land does not add anything to the national wealth—and yet landowners are continually rewarded for this nothingness with parts of the national wealth in the form of rent?”


“Well, air is just there, but you still charge people for using it.”


“That old anarchist argument,” said the Sergeant. He sighed. “You know, I don’t know why we’re bothering to have this conversation. The longer you stand here arguing the more it’ll cost you in air, so I’d hurry up if I were you.”


A subordinate fetched two canisters and helmets for the Constables, having sent the bill to the British Embassy. The Constables went on their way, following the directions the Sergeant had given them.


Afterwards I looked up Ruach on my map of Europe and on Wikipedia, but I couldn’t find it, so I think Constable Parbold made the whole thing up.

This is a response to Hakim’s challenge to write a ‘proper’ Marxist story. Technically this is Georgist rather than Marxist, but I think Marx would have agreed with the basic principle.


