
SENATE No. 526

Executive Department Boston, April 24th, 1917.

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives.
I return herewith without my approval an act “Relative

to Preferences because of Military or Naval Service.” This
measure gives a five per cent preference in examinations for
civil service positions to veterans of any war or insurrection.
In addition it extends an absolute preference to such veterans
in any unclassified service, which might fairly be defined to
mean any position which is not under the civil service rules.

A bill similar in principle passed the Legislature during
the session of 1899 extending an exemption to veterans of
the war with Spain. The war had just ended and a warm
feeling of patriotic regard toward the splendid young men
who had taken part in it was uppermost in the minds of
the people. Governor Wolcott vetoed the bill and his veto
on reconsideration was sustained by the Legislature. In
the course of his veto message, referring to the soldiers,
Governor Wolcott said “I should feel that I were doing
them dishonor if I believed that the expectation of such
preferment to public office as is provided in this bill entered
into the motive which prompted their enlistment.” And
again he said “Appointments to the so-called classified
positions in the public service should be made on the ascer-
tained fitness of the applicants and not as bounties or re-
wards.”

In 19Q8 a bill was passed providing that Veterans of the
war with Spain should receive employment in the labor
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service of the Commonwealth and in certain cities thereof
in preference to all other persons except women and veterans
of the Civil War. This bill was vetoed by Governor Draper
upon substantially the same grounds as had been set forth
by Governor Wolcott. Governor Draper said “It seems
to me that this is very unjust to the enormous majority of
our laboring men and to all the citizens of the Common-
wealth who desire employment in any of these positions to
which I have referred. ... It would make a special class in
our citizenship which to my mind would be very harmful
and is entirely unwarranted.”

Again in 1912 an act was passed extending special credit
to veterans of the Spanish War upon the subjects of exam-
ination and giving them a preference over other candidates.
This bill was vetoed by Governor Foss and in the course of
his veto he said “Individual fitness and ability should be the
prime requisites for admission to public office. To enter
upon the public payroll any one who cannot meet on terms
of equality with his fellow citizens the just requirements of
public employment, is an act destructive not merely of
efficiency in such service but of the very foundations of
democratic government and of good citizenship itself.”

In 1913 a bill was passed through the two houses extend-
ing credits in civil service examinations to the veterans of
the Spanish War and the Philippine insurrection giving them
a preference. Governor Foss vetoed this bill upon the same
grounds as those set forth in his previous veto message.

In 1914 an attempt was made to pass two so-called
veterans preference acts through the Legislature. Curtis
Guild, who had served with distinction in the Spanish War
as he had in the office of the Governor of the Common-
wealth, wrote a letter in which he said regarding the bills
that “If however I were Governor ... I trust I should have
the courage to veto them as every such bill has been vetoed
by other Governors in recent years who have been faced
with such conditions.” He added “Patriotism in war may be
recognized in other ways. Patriotism in peace demands
the elimination of all favoritism that the whole people may
benefit by the most efficient and therefore the most eco-
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nomical public service that the State can obtain. All have
not the privilege of serving the country in war. Let every
decent citizen have an equal chance and may the best man
win.”

In my opinion the attitude of my predecessors upon the
principle of the pending bill is beyond all question the cor-
rect attitude. The present would be even a more inoppor-
tune time than any when the bill has been considered in the
past, for it to be enacted into law. When we have just
entered upon a world-wide war where the alignment seems
to be between democracy and autocracy, it would be un-
thinkable that a great commonwealth in the foremost demo-
cratic country upon the democratic side of the struggle
should declare itself in favor of a law violating that notion
of equality which is the essence of true democracy. The
men "who are to take part in this struggle, the sons of the
Commonwealth and their brethren from the other states in
the Union are in no degree animated by the hope that they
may receive some favoritism under the laws and become a
special class, but they are ready to do battle because they
believe in the institutions of their country and in the prin-
ciple of equality which underlies them all. It would tarnish
the lustre of their patriotism to impute to them a willingness
to become the beneficiaries of a wrong done the basis prin-
ciple of our government which they are offering their lives to
uphold. I have far too high an opinion of their intelligence
to believe that they stand in need of any five per cent
preference when they come into competition with their
fellow citizens in time of peace, as I have far too much con-
fidence in their patriotism to believe that they would desire
it.

The prime objects of the civil service laws are to put the
public service upon the basis of efficiency and to secure an
equality to all citizens who desire to enter it. They aim to
strike down the influence of the party boss or of favoritism
resulting from social or political pressure and to ascertain
the merits of each applicant and make the appointments
upon the basis of merit alone. The very best laws sometimes
suffer by administration. They do not in practice always
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work out their ideals; but the principle at the basis of our
civil service laws and which they aim to establish in ad-
ministration is the great democratic principle seeking to give
each man that recognition to which his merit entitles him.
It is that principle which this measure overturns.

Believing that it is bad legislation, that it is not in the
interest of good service, that it is aimed at the guiding prin-
ciple of democracy and that it would be most quickly
resented by the men to whom it would apply, I am unable
to give it my approval.

SAMUEL W. McCALL


