
HOUSE .... No. 468.

Executive Department?, Boston, June 21, 1886.

To the House of Representatives :

A bill entitled “ An Act giving preference in appointments
to office to honorably discharged soldiers and sailors without
civil service examinations,” has been laid before me for
revisal.

After much thoughtful deliberation, I am constrained to
withhold my approval of the bill, and I therefore return it,
with a statement of objections, to your honorable body, in
which it originated.

The General Court of 1884 enacted a statute to improve
the civil service of the Commonwealth and the cities thereof.
Under its provisions commissioners were appointed and
rules adopted and approved. Examinations have been held
for a great variety of offices and employments, and the selec-
tions made thereupon have proved satisfactory to a very
high degree. Prominent officials of the State and of the
cities, members of both the great political parties, some ot
whom doubted at the outset the wisdom or efficiency of such
legislation, have testified openly to the excellent results
secured under the law and through its administration by the
commission. If there has been a single instance of favorit-
ism or of partisan interference or bias on the part of the
commissioners, or any one of them, or if any applicant has
been denied an equal and fair chance with all other competitors
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in the test of fitness, information of the fact has not reached
me.

Though it has not been my duty so to do, I have looked
into the character and method of examinations, and found
them notably free from pedantry and adapted in a most rea-
sonable degree to the requirements of the various positions.
No tests, competitive or otherwise, can be infallible, but the
aim is, as it should be, to find the fittest person to perform
certain specific duties which the public are interested to have
done promptly, faithfully and capably. I have noticed, as
you have undoubtedly, statements that certain questions,
ridiculously inappropriate, have been actually put at the ex-
aminations, but such reports are founded, as you know, in
misapprehension and misinformation, to say the least, and
are absolutely unworthy of serious consideration.

When special qualifications and experience are required,
as is often the case, the examination is directed so as to test
them ; but the examinations vary according to the kinds of
duties to be performed. Fur instance, applicants for cleri-
cal positions and those for labor service are not put to the
same tests. It would be absurd so to do. For ordinary
labor service, applicants are not required to read or write;
they must produce satisfactory evidence that they have suffi-
cient capacity to work and that they are of industrious and
sober habits. No fair-minded person will complain of such
requirements.

The principles embodied in the law now in force underlie
the laws on this subject operative in the national government
and in the state of New York. So completely does the sys-
tem of reform thus established commend itself to the great
body of the people whose trusts the public offices and em-
ployments are, that neither of the great political parties has
failed to approve the advance thus secured, or to deprecate
a return to the old method of spoils distribution. With the
law working so effectively and smoothly, and sustained by so
strong and unqualified support in public sentiment, I cannot
participate in any measure that shall tend to the impairment
of the system. If any amendment of the law is to be made,
it should be to strengthen, conserve and extend its power,
not to undermine or weaken it in the least. I believe Mas-
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sachusetts wants the law to stand unchanged, except upon
the highest considerations of the public good some modifica-
tion in harmony with the general purpose be demanded.

The enemies of civil service reform who do not dare to
make open attack, and who know that an attempt for a repeal
would end in crushing defeat, will have gained all they de-
sire if, by indirection and in ambush behind sentiments of
loyalty and gratitude, they have secured a virtual destruc-
tion or condemnation of the system. But the members of
the general court, who appreciate accurately the dominant
public sentiment, cannot sustain or promote such a purpose.
I beg most to emphasize the importance of re-
sisting an attempt to tear down by piecemeal the system in
response to a claim, unfounded and uusupportable, as I believe
it is, that full and just recognition is not secured to the vet-
erans of the late civil war.

The proposed bill is certainly not needed to express the
gratitude of Massachusetts for patriotism and sacrifice. That
record is unmistakable. Least of all, will the great body
of the veterans of the late war, now pursuing all over the
Commonwealth the callings and industries of peaceful citi-
zenship, regard the fate of the pending measure as signifi-
cant of the public appreciation of their services and their
patriotism.

If I could discover any substantial reason to believe that
injustice is done in the administration of the present law to
the patriotic heroes who served in the army or navy of the
United States in the time of the rebellion, I could not hesi-
tate a moment to unite with you to right the wrong; but
such is clearly not the fact. While the United States law
has given preference only to those disabled in the service,
our own Commonwealth compels the appointing officers to
put the veteran into the public service ahead of all others of
equal fitness. And the veterans are not unequal to the pro-
scribed tests of examination. Reference to the public rec-
ords will demonstrate that they have excelled, and have re-
ceived appointment because of their superior merit. There
is no escape from the facts. It is not true that only the
young man fresh from school or college can succeed in the
competitive trial, or that the experience of the soldier un-
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fitted him to cope with those who followed the vocations of
peace. During the fourteen months since the civil service
rules went into operation,— that is, from March 30, 1885, to
June 1, 1886,— 373 appointments have been made under
the rules to positions above the labor service. Taking out
the appointments to positions for which the veterans would
not jmder any circumstances be available (for reasons stated
hereafter), namely, the police and fire service in Boston,
and the clerical service for which women were wanted, there
were 224 appointments to positions to which the veterans
were eligible. And it appears from the records that in the
examinations for these positions a larger percentage of the
applicants who were veterans passed than of all others, and
that in the matter of certification and appointment the vet-
erans also had advantage. For substantiation of these state-
ments the official reports of the commission are open to all
who seek them, and there is no cal! in this connection for
specific detail erf figures. In the labor service of Boston, if
the applicant is a veteran, the preference in his favor is
almost an absolute guaranty that if any person is to be set
to work he will be taken first, provided only, that he is able
to work and is of sober habits.

It has been again and again asserted that the civil service
law excludes veterans because of their age. That is an ab-
solute error. The only positions in the present classified
service from which persons are debarred by limitations of
ago are in the police and fire departments of Boston, and
in those departments they were debarred by the age limit be-
fore the civil service law was passed. In this respect and
as to this service, the opportunities of the veteran have not
been affected in the least. To no other position or employ-
ment does such limit apply. Besides, this limitation is fixed
by local and municipal regulation, and the law of the state
and the rules of the civil service commissioners are in no
way answerable or responsible therefor. As the bill before
me is not mandatory, but only permissive, it is plain that
the heads of the said city departments will adhere to their
original rules, which were adopted upon mature consideration
and solely with a view to secure the most efficient service,
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anJ therefore the veterans would he assured no advantage or
bene tit in this regard were the hill to become a law.

As to favoring veterans in the matter of physical capacity,
the rules in force go as far as the provisions in the proposed
bill. Rule XIX, clause 6, says :

“ Persons thus preferred ”

(namely, the veterans) —“ shall not he disqualified from
holding a position in the civil service on account of any
physical disability, provided such disability does not render
them incompetent to perform the duties.”

The mistaken idea seems to prevail to some extent that,
except for the civil service law, every veteran in the Com-
monwealth who desired public office or employment could
at once secure the gratification of his wishes. But could ho
do so before the law was enacted? As a fact, the places are
not sufficiently numerous. And it is no discredit to the vet-
eransto say that very few of them really seek or desire public
employment. Consider how limited the application of the
law really is. It affects only those offices and employments
which arc specified in the rules. It has nothing whatever
to do with service for any of the towns, or with the labor
service in any city, except Boston, or with any of the State
offices to which appointment is made by the Governor with
advice of the Executive Council. To all these admission is
now gained as freely as before the statute was passed, and
could not be in the least facilitated by the bill proposed. If,
in answer to this argument, it be said that the alleged
mischiefs of the pending measure must be therefore only
limited, I reply that the act would be retrogressive, and
would tend to create an opposition among appointing officers
and boards to the civil service rules which has not before
existed and which might prove fatal to their enforcement.

Again, the bill allows the appointment of veterans outside
the rules, without any report or record of the time or place
of the service of the veteran so appointed. Any person,
therefore, veteran or civilian, may be appointed outside the
rules, without notice to the commissioners, and the burden
will bo upon the latter to prove in a judicial proceeding that
such appointee is not a veteran. In the higher positions in
the classified service this may not be so difficult of proof,
but in the labor service of Boston it would be well nigh im-
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possible to obtain positive knowledge of each of the hundreds
of laborers who might be appointed outside the rules. The
proposed bill, therefore, instead of conferring a benefit upon
the real veteran, would be an instrument of wrong to him in
the hands of unscrupulous and dishonest men.

There is another aspect which suggests abundant reason
for disapproval of the bill. Permit appointments without
competitive examinations, and it is at once possible for a
partisan government, in a city, for instance, to discharge
summarily clerks and employees who may be of the oppo-
site political faith and associations, and fill their places with
more agreeable partisans. True, veterans only can bo thus
used to supersede others, but it is equally true that just as
deserving veterans, who perform excellent service and have
valuable experience, may be decapitated. And this process
may go on every time there is a change in the party char-
acter of the appointing officers. The real friends of the
worthy soldiers and sailors cannot certainly desire to open
the way to such injustice and demoralization. Under the
competitive system it is no object to bring about a discharge
for such a purpose, because the selection of a successor can-
not be controlled to such ends. Facts have been brought to
my knowledge which assure me that spoilsmen are waiting
in hope that this bill may become a law, and their unworthy
schemes then become possible. No amount or vigor of pro-
fession of gratitude or devotion to the veterans ought to
avail to conceal these artful purposes, and it is no violent
assumption that after such practices have been inaugurated
worthy men of all parties, soldiers and civilians, will con-
demn the removal of the safeguards which now protect the
merit system and guaranty to the veteran the enjoyment of
the preference given him.

I have no doubt that the bill would fail to give that bene-
fit to the veterans which its cordial and honorable supporters
anticipate. Those who can pass the competitive tests will
gain no advantage, and they average better on examination
than others. No one argues that incompetent men should
be selected. It would appear to be mistaken policy, not to
say unfair discrimination, to authorize appointing officers or
boards to ignore the rights of the veteran successfully under-
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going the tests of examination by supplanting him by one
who has not demonstrated his fitness, but through personal
or party influence or for unworthy purposes receives the
favor.

Other important considerations suggest themselves to me,
but I forbear to present them in this connection. In your
reconsideration of the bill I respectfully urge you to sustain
the reform in the civil service which is so successfully estab-
lished. A legislative censure, or a legislative approval, will
go far to determine its progress and permanence. The dif-
ference is plain between the administration of a law, sus-
tained by the executive and legislative branches of the
government, and the administration of the same law under a
public belief that it has been discredited and emasculated.

GEO. D. ROBINSON.




