The use of this text or audio material is subject to the TR American Patriot user agreement located at: TR American Patriot.com 


CHAPTER SEVEN
THEODORE ROOSEVELT AND HIS TIME 
 CIVIL SERVICE COMMISSIONER 

in May, 1889, President Harrison appointed Roosevelt a member of the United States Civil Service Commission. The conditions of the civil service at this time were such as to make the position an alluring one to Roosevelt. He had been an active and zealous advocate of civil service reform since the moment of his entry into public life. Various efforts had been made for twenty years or more to overthrow the spoils system as applied to the civil service of the country, but with only slight success. In 1871, President Grant yielded sufficiently to the demands of civil service reform advocates to appoint a Civil Service Advisory Board of seven members, with George William Curtis as chairman. This Board proposed a set of rules and regulations, which in the following year were enlarged so as to make them applicable to the Departments at Washington and the Federal offices in New York City. These rules and regulations were put in force, with a very moderate amount of success, and continued in force till 1875, under constant assault by the politicians of both parties. In 1875 the opposition of the politicians became so formidable that Congress yielded to it and refused to grant an appropriation for the expenses of the Advisory Board, whereupon President Grant suspended the operation of the rules.
There was organized immediately in New York, under the leadership of Mr. Curtis, the Civil Service Reform Association, which developed into The National Civil Service Reform League with Mr. Curtis as President. Roosevelt was a member of this League and took a leading part in the campaign of education, which it conducted throughout the country. Its agitation of the reform resulted in January, 1883, in the introduction, by Senator Geo. H. Pendleton of Ohio, of a bill to establish the merit system in the civil service of the Government. It was passed by both houses of Congress and went into effect in July, 1883. As recorded in previous chapters, Roosevelt endeavored in the same year to have the provisions of this law applied to the civil service of New York City, but was prevented by the opposition of the Democratic majority. In the succeeding Legislature, that of 1884, which had a Republican majority in both houses, he succeeded in having a bill passed which applied the provisions of the law to all cities of the State having a population of 20,000 or more. There were 23 such cities at the time.
When the Pendleton law went into effect it brought about 14,000 Government employees into the classified service, but the enforcement of its provisions was fiercely and persistently obstructed by the politicians of both parties. When Hayes entered upon the Presidency under pledges of support to the reform, high hopes were cherished by its advocates that valuable progress would be made during his administration, but these were not realized. Little progress was made. President Garfield did not live long enough to take action in the matter, and only slight progress was made under President Arthur. He appointed an efficient Commission of three members, with Dorman B. Eaton, one of the leading advocates of the reform, as chairman, but beyond drawing up a set of rules this Commission was able to accomplish little. President Cleveland came into office with the confident hope of the Mugwumps, who had given his candidacy valuable support, that he would greatly enlarge the scope of the rules. By Executive Order he brought 7,000 additional places into the classified service, and during his term, by natural growth, 4,500 others were included. At the close of his term he extended the rules so as to include employees in the railway mail service. He had during this, his first term, greatly disappointed the advocates of the reform by making what was very nearly a "clean sweep" in the Presidential appointees and unclassified offices in the service, including fourth class postmasters.
When Harrison became President he extended the time for enforcing Cleveland's order in regard to the inclusion of railway mail service employees for so long a period that before it went into effect nearly all Democratic employees had been removed.
When Roosevelt entered upon his duties, on May 13, 1889, the situation of affairs in the Commission was one quite satisfactory to the politicians. There had been at the time of his appointment only a single member of the Commission. One had resigned in October, 1888, and one had been removed in February, 1889. The work of the Commission, which had been dallying on in a merely perfunctory manner, had come to virtual stagnation. The appropriation for it was quite inadequate for effective service, and the salary of a Commissioner, which had been fixed purposely at $3,500, was so small as to give reasonable assurance that no one with an alarming amount of ability or force would be likely to accept the position. The contingency of a young man of private means, with a patriotic desire to perform useful public service, as was the case with Roosevelt, being willing to accept such a place, had not been foreseen. During the six years of the law's existence its enforcement had been quite uniformly so gentle that the business of practical politics had not been seriously disturbed. The various Commissions had been composed of men of quiet disposition and mature years, whose natural inclination was to follow the lines of least resistance in all matters of policy. They were affected more or less by the attitude of both the politicians and the public generally toward the law as being not a real law but a kind of sentimental proposition put forth to please a lot of "fool reformers.'' For many years declarations in the national platforms of both political parties had been composed and adopted on this basis alone. The law of 1883 had been passed with the same general idea in the minds even of those who had voted for it. It would serve as a sop for a few "long-haired cranks," and would amount to nothing in practise.
The manner in which the law was enforced during the first six years justified this view. In many instances its administration was a sham, and in all instances no effort was made to detect, expose and punish violations of either its letter or spirit. There was no more peaceful abode of official life in Washington in May, 1889, than the serene home of the Civil Service Commission when Theodore Roosevelt, in abounding health and vigor from his six years of ranching and hunting life, walked in and took possession, after the retirement of the incumbents. While he was nominally one of a Commission of three members, from the moment of his entry he was, in the words of the newspaper correspondents at Washington, himself the whole Commission. This was true, so far as leadership in its activities was concerned, but he was cordially supported by Hugh S. Thompson, whom President Harrison had appointed a member at the same time, and later by John E. Proctor, who was added to the Commission in December, 1893.
Of these two associates Roosevelt always spoke in the highest terms. In his 'American Ideals' he says:
"I was myself a Republican from the North. Messrs. Thompson and Proctor were from the South, and were both Democrats who had served in the Confederate armies; and it would be impossible for any one to desire as associates, two public men with higher ideals of duty, or more resolute in their adherence to those ideals."
When in 1869 Charles W. Eliot became President of Harvard University and introduced radical changes, Oliver Wendell Holmes said of him that he "turned the whole University over like a flapjack." A revolution, no less complete, took place immediately in the Commission's peaceful home. Roosevelt entered upon his duties on May 13, 1889. Accompanied by Commissioner Thompson, he went almost immediately to New York and conducted an investigation of the manner in which the Civil Service Law was administered in the Custom House there. On June 5, the Commission published a report in which it declared that examinations for admissions to the service, as conducted by the local board, were characterized by "great laxity, negligence and fraud;" that the "members of the board openly sneered at and ridiculed the law which they were supposed to enforce;" that the testimony adduced as to the misconduct of three employees was conclusive and they should be removed by the Collector; and that one of them should be prosecuted by the U. S. District Attorney for "criminal violation of the law." This action was so radical a departure from the established procedure of the Commission that it caused a genuine sensation. It was the first formal notice that the Civil Service Law was a real law and capable of enforcement by the courts like any other law. From New York City, the Commissioners visited various post offices in New York State, finding irregularities, and on June 18 they started on a tour of the principal Western cities, inquiring into the manner in which the law was enforced in the Government service in each. On the eve of departure Roosevelt made a frank statement for the press in regard to the Commission's ideas and purposes. "We have," he said, "to do two things. One is to make the officials themselves understand that the law is obligatory, not optional, and the other is to get the same idea into the heads of the people.'' The tour was a veritable campaign of education, for full publicity was given to its proceedings and discoveries, and a convincing demonstration was made that the full power of the Commission would be exerted to have the law rigidly enforced and violators of it punished. Several postmasters were convicted of violations and were removed, and a great awakening of public interest was caused.
During 1889, 1890 and 1891, Roosevelt pushed this campaign forward relentlessly, without regard to the political character of the persons affected. When he inquired into the methods pursued in the Baltimore Post Office, he became involved in a controversy with the Secretary of the Treasury, Charles Foster, and John Wanamaker, the Postmaster General, both of President Harrison's Cabinet, and a tremendous uproar filled the entire land. The wrath of the politicians of the Republican party, which had been steadily rising since Roosevelt began his campaign, fairly burst into flame. Mr. Foster and Mr. Wanamaker protected the accused officials in Baltimore, whose removal was demanded by the Commission, and in doing so Mr. Wanamaker made assertions that Roosevelt, speaking for the Commission, declared to be false. An investigation was conducted by a Committee of Congress, and Roosevelt’s position was sustained. He had not only assailed members of the Cabinet, who were his superiors in the Harrison Administration, but had charged one of them with seeking to condone wrongdoing in his department, and, what was more, had proved his charge. This treatment of a man who was not only a Cabinet officer, but the founder of the famous Bethany Sunday-School in Philadelphia, shocked the sensibilities of every Republican politician in the country and the outcry for Roosevelt’s official head was vociferous and insistent. Fury was added to the demand by the shrieks of joy, which came from the Independent or Mugwump press, whose editors forgot their lack of faith in Roosevelt because of his Blaine support and hailed him as the nation's most valiant reformer. The very citadel of spoils politics, the hitherto impregnable fortress that had existed unshaken since it was erected on the foundation laid by Andrew Jackson, was tottering to its fall under the assaults of this audacious and irrepressible young man. In Congress and in the party press, in all quarters where politicians gathered, a situation existed like that described by Thackeray in his "White Squall":
"Then all the fleas in Jewry Jumped up and bit like fury."
The biting of the spoils fleas in Congress was especially sharp. An investigation of the Commission was proposed, and eagerly welcomed by Roosevelt, who met his accusers face to face and demolished ruthlessly all their assertions as to the character of his work. He demonstrated that the examinations for admission to the service, which the Commission conducted, were thoroughly practical and designed especially to test the fitness of each candidate for the work that he was to do. He showed that in each instance in which fraud or misconduct had been charged against employees ample proof had been adduced, and that in each and every instance the offender had been recommended for punishment without regard to his political affiliations. The good old spoils doctrine of asking in regard to a rascal before inflicting punishment, "Whose rascal is he—ours or the other party's1?" had been utterly disregarded by him.
Some of the efforts made by the distracted Congressmen to save their cherished system reveal how complete was their misconception of the man with whom they had to deal. In the first annual report of the Commission, under date of June 30, 1889, occurs this passage, evidently penned by Roosevelt:
"The object of the law is to give to the average American citizen what it takes away from the professional politician. How little this object is understood by some men in public life may be gathered from recent proposals to parcel out all the offices among the different Congressional districts according to the political faith of the Congressmen representing them. This would, of course, simply mean a revival of the patronage system, with an added touch of chaos. It is apparently brought forward in the simple faith that all that is needed is to divide the offices among the politicians of both parties instead of among those of only one, and ignores the very common-sense view, which insists that the offices are not the property of the politicians at all, whether of one party or of the other or of both; but, on the contrary, that they belong to the people, and should be filled only with reference to the needs of public service."
While defending himself in Congress, Roosevelt made frequent addresses in various parts of the country, explaining and expounding his acts and policy, and contributed promptly to the newspapers various replies to all attacks of consequence made through their columns. Before many months had passed he had won to his support all the more reputable and influential newspapers of the country, and had secured both the attention and confidence of the great body of public intelligence. So strong was public opinion in his favor that even the irate Congressmen felt compelled to bow to it, for when in 1890 a proposal was made to repeal the Pendleton law they almost unanimously declined to support it.
Heroic efforts were made by the editors of extreme partisan Republican newspapers to find language adequate to the needs of the occasion. One editor in a single article spoke of Roosevelt, as "Mr. Theossehoss Roosevelt;" "Rosy Koosy;" "Tintinnabulating Ted;" "Rollicking Ranchman ;" "Scion of a diluted ancestry who has slapped Mr. Harrison and Mr. Wanamaker;" "Terrapin Teddy;" "Favorite-son-of-a-gun of reformer;" "Descendant of the way-back Roosevelts from Rooseveltville," and a "Jane dandy."
Other partisan editors, less gifted in the use of vituperative epithets, assumed to believe that Roosevelt’s rigorous enforcement of the law would have the beneficent effect of securing its repeal by showing what a foolish and impracticable statute it was. One of these, in the Albany Evening Journal, whose publisher, William Barnes, was destined later to develop into one of Roosevelt’s most bitter political enemies, was particularly strong in holding this view. '' Go it, Roosevelt,'' he said. '' If any man can repeal the Pendleton law during the coming four years his name is Teddy. If Teddy Roosevelt is not chained down, no power under heaven can prevent the repeal of the law before President Harrison's term shall have expired. The American idea of party, party power and party responsibility will survive the Mugwump attack made under the guise of Civil Service reform."
Another editor, in the New York Sun, which was an open defender of the spoils system, said:
"Mr. Roosevelt deserves the thanks of the spoils men. He is proving almost every week that the Civil Service Law is incapable of enforcement. The only men who could live up to it are the Mugwumps, and they do not appoint to office or get appointed.
"Mr. Roosevelt and his brethren in belief simply postulate a state of things which does not exist. They assume that the American people are poor unfortunates who suffer from the spoils system. The American people are all right and they know it. The professors of Chinese quackery cannot persuade them that they are ill. Besides the Government of the United States belongs to them; and don't you forget it."
The enraged spoils men, including Senators and Representatives in Congress, descended in swarms on President Harrison and besought him to remove Roosevelt for the sake of party and country. They pointed out to him that he had ample justification for such a course in Roosevelt's treatment of Mr. Wanamaker, which was virtually an attack on the President himself. They started a report that the President had decided on his removal and the partisan press warmly commended such action. When such action failed to be taken, they began to express pity, even contempt for him and represented him as in a state of great irritation about Roosevelt's course but lacking the courage to get rid of him. "Poor Harrison!" said the New York Sun. "If he has erred he has been punished. The irrepressible, belligerent, and enthusiastic Roosevelt has made him suffer and has more suffering in store for him."
Whatever may have been the feelings of the President— and there is little doubt that he had no idea when he appointed Roosevelt that he would prove to be so veritable a bull in a china shop—he refused to remove him and stood by him firmly till the end of his term.
When Cleveland succeeded him in 1893, it was declared by the partisan press of both parties that he would not think for a moment of retaining Roosevelt. The most earnest advocates of his retention were the civil service reformers. Carl Schurz, who was President of the Civil Service Reform League, was especially active, as the following letter, written two months before Cleveland's inauguration, shows:
"Solitude," 
pocantico hills, westchester,
January 4, 1893. My dear Mr. Roosevelt:
I trust you will not take it as an indiscretion on my part that I communicated to Mr. Cleveland what you had written me about calling upon him. I have just received his answer. He writes: "I want to see Mr. Roosevelt and if he will indicate when and where he can meet me I am quite sure I can suit my engagements to his convenience."
I take this to indicate that Mr. Cleveland wishes very much to see you, and I would suggest that you meet him as soon as possible. You might communicate with him directly in order to agree with him as to the when and where. Or, if you prefer to make the necessary arrangement through me, I am perfectly willing to serve as an intermediary and shall do so with pleasure.
I must confess that the tone of Mr. Cleveland's invitation to you gratifies me exceedingly. It is a very good sign of his disposition. I have had no conversation with him upon the subject and do not know whether he intends to ask you to remain a member of the Civil Service Commission during his presidency. That part of his letter, which I have quoted, seems to suggest that such a thing is possible. If he should make such a request then I most earnestly hope— and I think this is the universal feeling of the civil service reformers throughout the country—that you will not a moment think of saying no. I trust you will consider what a great work you can do, and that there is not another man in the country who can do it as well as you can. Your continuance in your position at Mr. Cleveland's request would be a great event, and in itself a large program for the next four years.
Perhaps we may meet before you see Mr. Cleveland.
Sincerely yours,
C. schitRz.
Cleveland retained Roosevelt as Commissioner and he remained in the position till May 5,1895, when he resigned to accept the position of Police Commissioner in New York City. Cleveland, like Harrison, stood by Roosevelt when in 1894 he assailed John G. Carlisle, Secretary of the Treasury, for removing subordinates in his department for political reasons. Roosevelt says in his 'Autobiography': "I was treated by both Presidents with the utmost consideration."
When he resigned in 1895, the classified service had been extended to practically the entire executive forces throughout the United States, including approximately 85,000 places. The great value of his six years of service, however, did not lie in the increased number of places brought within the rules but in the revolution that he had accomplished in the minds of both the politicians and the people regarding the law and its merits. The old idea that it was a "fool law," the outcome of the impracticable dreams of a lot of "crank reformers," had been dispelled forever. Its character as a real law with beneficent effects, was firmly established. The time-honored theory that "to the victors belong the spoils," if not completely destroyed, had received shocks from which it could never recover. Not only had there been created a public sentiment in favor of the law and its enforcement, but against such features of the spoils system as levying assessments upon office-holders and members of the civil service and the slavish employment of them for partisan political work,—against these practises a vigilant moral sense had been aroused which made it not only difficult but dangerous for party bosses to continue them, lest the severe penalties of the law be incurred. Whatever violations were committed subsequently, were conducted with extreme caution and in lessening number as time advanced. If civil service reform had not been completely accomplished, it had been placed upon a firm foundation and its steady progress in the future in spite of all attempts to overthrow it had been assured.
   When in the spring of 1895, it was announced that the Mayor of New York had offered the position of Police Commissioner to Roosevelt and the latter had declared his purpose to accept it, the Washington correspondent of the New York Sim, a newspaper often conspicuously unfriendly to Roosevelt, wrote, under date of April 23: "What will become of the Civil Service Commission when Mr. Roosevelt leaves it can only be conjectured. He has been the only vital force in the Commission since it came into existence, and any man who shall take the place after him must show extraordinary enthusiasm, ability, and moral principle, or suffer in comparison."
Roosevelt's correspondence during the six years that he was Civil Service Commissioner, like that of all other periods of his career, reveals him as the eager and indefatigable reader of books and the interested companion of writers of them. An essayist, critic and author in whose work he took keen interest was Brander Matthews, and from a large number of letters, many of them in his own hand, that Roosevelt wrote to him at this time, I am courteously permitted by Mr. Matthews to make a few citations which I have chosen as showing both the wide range of his reading and the irrepressible play of his humor.
His interest in Revolutionary War history was disclosed in many letters, notably so in some that he wrote while he was President to Sir George Otto Trevelyan, author of 'The American Revolution,' from which I shall quote in later chapters of this narrative. Writing to Mr. Matthews, on May 7,1893, in reference to a work on the Revolutionary period that had appeared recently, he said:
"There is a wealth of picturesque incident which has never been utilized in the fighting between Tarleton's red dragoons, Ferguson's riflemen, Cornwallis's admirable grenadiers of the line, and the stolid, well drilled, valiant Hessian infantry on the one side, and on the other the continental line troops of Greene and Wayne, the light horse of Harry Lee, the homespun militia-men, and the wild riflemen of the backwoods, with their wolfskin caps, and their hunting tunics, girded in with bead-worked belts; while the painted Indian tribes add yet another element. It ought to be written up purely from the military side, by some one able to appreciate brave deeds by whomsoever done, and the equal valor displayed by friend and foe."
In another letter to Mr. Matthews, on June 29, 1894, he says of a volume of essays by a young writer who was winning his way to fame:
"Mr. Blank is entirely wrong in thinking that Shakespeare, Homer and Milton are not permanent. Of course they are; and he is entirely in error in thinking that Shakespeare is not read, in the aggregate, during a term of years, more than any ephemeral author of the day. Of course every year there are dozens of novels, each one of which will have many more readers than Shakespeare will have in the year; but the readers only stay for about a year or two, whereas in Shakespeare's case they have lasted, and will last, quite a time! I think that Mr. Blank's ignorance, crudity and utter lack of cultivation make him entirely unfit to understand the effect of the great masters of thought upon the language and upon literature. Nevertheless, in his main thought, as you say, he is entirely right. We must strike out for ourselves; we must work according to our own ideas, and must free ourselves from the shackles of conventionality, before we can do anything. As for the literary center of the country being New York, I personally never had any patience with the talk of a literary center. I don't care a rap whether it is New York, Chicago, or any place else, so long as the work is done. I like or dislike pieces in the Atlantic Monthly and the Overland Monthly because of what they contain, not because of one's being published in San Francisco or the other in Boston. I don't like Edgar Fawcett any more because he lives in New York, nor Joel Chandler Harris any the less because he lives at Atlanta; and I read Mark Twain with just as much delight, but with no more, whether he resides in Connecticut or in Missouri."
The joyous humor of Roosevelt is visible in the following citations from the letters to Mr. Matthews:
Washington, Aug. 26, 1893: "I have a rather good story for you. Recently a sister of a friend of mine was at a dinner in London, where there was also that somewhat heavy English wit, Comyns Carr. He began inveighing against the 'higher education of women,' and stated that he was going to introduce a society to promote their lower education. She sweetly asked what women he meant—• English, French or American? He fixed her with an eye of cold disapproval, and, prancing into the trap, responded: 'I should begin with American women!' to which she, with a merely explanatory air: 'Oh, but you know, Mr. Carr, American women are not at all too highly educated for American men!'
"Washington, Dec. 9, 1894: "When you see your friend Kipling again tell him that his 'Walking Delegate' has been used as a tract in the Senate. Manderson, of Nebraska, first saw its possibilities. Do you know him? He has a most gallant record in the Civil War, where he was badly wounded; and now has at last overthrown the populists in his State, in a square knock-down-and-drag-out fight, and is going to leave the Senate, as he finds he can't afford to stay in politics. He tried the article on Peffer, who is a well-meaning, pinheaded, anarchistic crank, of hirsute and slab-sided aspect; it didn't do Peffer any good—he isn't that kind—but it irritated him, and so it pleased Manderson. Wolcott, of Colorado, whom you met here, is now going to try it on Kyle, of South Dakota, Lodge would like to use it, but he is anathema to the populists anyhow, as he comes from Massachusetts and is a Harvard man— a record that would taint anything."
Washington, June 7,1904: "I simply must send you this choice bit of wisdom from a British brother. It comes in a letter of Mrs. Edith Wharton's to young Lodge:
" 'I sat last night next to a Mr. F., Lord S's son, who had been all over the South African War and was very keen about military matters. We talked about Conan Doyle's book, and then I asked him if he had ever read Sir George Trevelyan's history of the 'American Revolution.' No, he hadn't, but would make a note of it. Capital book, eh? I said the descriptions of the fights were wonderful; that I had told Sir G. T. that I thought his 'Battle of Bunker Hill' was the best battle picture I knew and he had answered that Lord Wolseley had told him the same thing.
"Mr. F. (keenly interested). 'Oh, really? I must read that. Trevelyan's an army man himself, I suppose?'
"Me.   'No, I think not.   You know he was* blank*	'
"Mr. F. 'Oh, of course. Out there as a correspondent, I suppose.' " ! ! !
"Is not this really too good to be true?" 


