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THE APPOINTMENT OF A COMMISSIONER OF 

PATENTS. 

'1'he vacancy Cl'eated by the decease of t.he late (JOIll­
missioner of Patents imposes upon the executive the 
duty of selecting a pmperly qualified successOl' to this 
important office. In the whole range of offices which 
are filled by govel'nment appointment thel'e is none 
that calls fOi' so lllany special qualifications as this, aud 
the selection �hould be made pI'imarily with regal'd to 
the administl"ath'e and pmfessional ability of the can­
didate-the question of mel'e political services and the 
recommendatiolls of political friends being made strictly 
subordinate. 

The Patent Office has suffered too sevel'ely in the 
past from the incompetence of political appointees. 
1\1en have been placed in charge who, whatevel' may 
have been their political qualifications, wel'e altogether 
unfitted to fill a position which calls fOI' a thorough 
knowledge of the patent system and an unusual 
alllOunt of judicial and administl'ath'e ability for the 
conduct of its affairs. \Ve do not deny that there are 
political office seekers possessed of a certain versatility 
which enables them to fill acceptably a wide nll'iety of 
positions ; but we do say that thel'e al'e certain offices, 
the duties of which can, in the very nature of things, 
be filled only by specially qualified men. 

Among these, and pel"llaps chief among them, is that 
of Conlluissionel' of Patents ; and that its duties can 
only be pmpel'ly pel"formed by a professional Illan, one 
who has had a thorough acquaintance with patent 
practic<', is proved by the record of the various gentle­
men who have filled the position in the past. When a 
novice has been placed in charge, the results have 
been far from satisfactory. The attempted improve­
ments and so-called reforms in tl,e laws and working of 
the office ha\'e been fruitless 01' posith'ely harmful, and 
have had to be re\'ersed 01' I'epealed by a later com­
missioner. Abuses ha\'e crept into the system of patent 
practice, which the political appointee, controlled it 
lllay be by political motives, has faile!l to eradicate. 

When the new cOllllnissionel' en tel's upon the du ties of 
his office, he should do so feeling that he is absolutely 
free from all extel'nal controlling influences of a polit­
ical nature. He should realize that he is given t.he 
office because he understands its duties, and is justified 
by his past training and experience to perfOl"l1l them 
intelligently. It was this fitness coupled with his un­
doubted integrity and independence that rendered the 
appointment of the late commissioner so acceptable, 
and his administration so sllccessful. One of his 
very fil'st acts was to rid the patent practice of an 
abuse which had grown to extraordinary dimensions 
because of the laxity which in this respect marked the 
previous administration of the affairs of the office. 
A patent lawyer hilllseif of long experience, he un­
derstood thoroughly the working of the system, and 
he conducted the affairs of the depal-tment with sole 
refel'ence to its best interests. 

It can safely be said that there is no 'department 
which, as a rule, has been purer, more free from politi­
cal intrigue, than this; and it is earnestly to be hoped 
that, in selecting a succe�sor to 1\11'. Futtenvorth, a 
man will be chosen who, like him, is thoroughly con­
versant with the workings of the patent system and 
possesses the necessary judicial qualities for this diffi­
cult and I'esponsible position. 

It has never been the practice of the SCIENTIFIC 

A)IERI CAN to advocate the claims of particular indi­
viduals in matters of this kind; but in �he lwesent case 
we feel cOinpelled to state that our past experience of 
the acting incumbent of the office convinces us that 
no bettel' Ulan could possibly be selected for the posi­
tion, 

Judge A. P. Greeley has been the practical head of 
the department during the pl'otracted illness of the late 
Commissioner, and his management has been charac­
terized by excellent judgment and unusual adminis­
trative capacity. His appointment would be I'eceived 
with great satisfaction not only by the department but 
by the inventors and manufactUl'ers of the countl'y, to 
whom his name is ah'eauy well and honorably known. 

. 1. I • 

URGENT NEED FOR LARGER PATENT OFFICE 

APPROPRIATIONS. 

'Ve have more than once hall occasion to call the at­
tention of the public to the fact that, unless 1lI0l'e 
genel'ous appmpriations are made by Congress for 
canying on the bu�iness of the Patent Office, its wOl'k 
is cel·tain to fall hopelessly in anears. The failure of 
the Patent Office staff to keep pace with the business 
of the office is not due to any want of capacity or zeal 
on the part of its examiners amI clerical force. It is 
safe to say that there is no department whose staff is 
worked so hard-so completely overworked-as this, 
and that the businesI> of the office is falling behind is 
to be attributed solely to the fact that the force em­
ployed is altogether inadequate. 

This fact has long been I'ecognized by the Patent 
Commissioner, and urgent requests have been llIade 
from time to time for increased appropriations to en­
able the necessary inCl'ease in the force to be made. 
I n the report of the late lamented Commissionel' of 
Patents for the year ending June 30,1897, the subject 
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is referred to as follows: "I desire to call especial at­
tention to the steady increase in the business of this 
office, and to say that., if the work is not to fall hope­
lessly in arrears, an hlCl'ease of fOl'ce must be provided 
durlllg the ensuing fiscal year." One would naturally 
suppose that Huch urgent. repI'esentations as these 
would meet with I'eady response fmm Congress ; yet., 
as a. matter of fact, the appI'opl"iations have been as 
steadily I'efused as they have been persistently re­
quested. 

Now the gross injustice of the course pursued by 
Congress will be evident when it is borne in mind that 
the money which the Patent Office requests is its own 
money. paid by inventors in the shape of patent fees, 
and set apart in a fund known as the Patent Office 
fund, whose object is to meet the current expenses of 
the office. 

For many yeal's past there has been an excess of re­
ceipts over expenditures in the business of the office, 
and the fund, which is now being augmented at the 
rate of over $300,000 a year, has already reached a total 
of over $5,000,000. 

The business of the Patent Office is carried on by 
means of annual apPI'opI'iations from the Patent Office 
fund, The Commissioner of Patents has no authority 
whate\'el' ovel' a single dollal' of the nceipts of his 
office. He tUl'ns evel'y cent over to the 'l'reasurer 
of the United States and he i8 dependent entirely upon 
the annual appropriations of Congress for means to 
cany on the business of his department. Fo'r Illany 
years there has been a steady increase in the business 
of the Patent Office without any commensurate in­
crease in the staff 01' the annual appmpriations. In 
1886 the office I'eceived 35,968 applications ; in 1896 

there were 43,!J82. Up to 1870 the total number of pa­
tents issued by foreign countries was 358,00:), whereas 
between 1871 and 1896, 1,282,000 patents were issued in 
these countries. The increase in the transactions of 
the office has called for enlarged accomlllodations 
and an increased working staff, and the surplus which 
this bureau has been accumulating would at any time 
have been more thau enough to meet the emergency. 
Yet, for some unaccountable reason, Congress, though 
lavish - over lavish - in its appropriations for other 
purposes, has pursued an extremely parsimonious pol­
icy with regard to the Patent Office. This refusal is 
the more unjust because, as we have pointed onto this 
Department is merely asking that the surplus of its own 
earnmgs may be appropriated to its own needful ex­
penses. The recollllllendations of the Commissioner 
for appropriations are passed on by the Patent Com­
mittees in the Senate and the House, who almost inva­
riably appmve them. They then come befOl'e the 
AppI'opI'iation Committee, who failing to see the broad 
uistinction between this appropriation and appropl"ia­
tions say for rivers and harbors, have almost invaria­
bly cut them down to a figure much below the growing 
necessities of the office. 

Undoubtedly one great cause of the neglect of the in­
terests of the Patent Office is the total misunderstand­
ing of the I'eal nature of the annual I'equests of the 
Commissioner for money. They are not requests for 
" appmpI'iations" in the common sense of the tel"\ll. 
The money asked for does not come out of Uncle Sam's 
pocket in the way that l"i\'el' and harbor or pension 
appI'opriations do. The Commissioner merely requests 
that a sufficient amount of the earnings of the Patent 
Office may be placed at his disposal to enable him to 
transact its husiness to the best advantage. Whether 
the amount allowed by the Appropriation Committee be 
large or small, it will not make the nation's purse light­
el' or heavier-it will lllerely be a question of the Patent 
Office fund lying idle or being applied to its legitimate 
uses. 

If the Appropriation Committ.ee would only judge 
this matter on its own merits, and not confound it with 
the extravagant appropriations asked for various pub­
lic works of doubtful utility, there would be little diffi­
culty in obtaining the needful funds. We believe that 
the COllllllittees at present include the following 
names: 

Senate Appropl"iation Committee.-William B. Alli­
son, Ia. ; Shelby 1\1. Cullom, Ill.; William J. Sewell, 
N. J. 

House Appropl'iation Committee.-Joseph G. Can­
non, Ill. ; Helll"y H. Bingham, Pa. : William W. Grout, 
Vt.; Stephen A. Northway, 0.: William A. Stone, 
Pa. ; Mahlon Pitney, N. J.; James A. Hemenway, 
Ind.; James J. Belden, N. Y.; Samuel S. Barney, \Vis.; 
William H. Moody, Mass.: Samuel J. Pugh, Ky.; 
.Joseph D. Sayers, Tex. ; Alexander M. Dockery, Mo. ; 
Leonidas F. Livingston, Ga. : Tholllas C. McRae, AI·k.; 
.John M. Allen, 1\1 iss. ; John C. Bell, Col. 

There is no question that the immediate remedy lies 
with these gentlemen, for it is in the committee that 
the appropriations have almost invariably suffel'ed 
their first reduction. We think that the surest way to 
secure a proper recognition of the rights of inventOl's 
would be for the people to bl"ing all possible pressure 
to bear upon their repI'esentatives, both by personal 
interviews and by wl"itten cOllllllunications. 

The canse is a worthy olle. An altogethel' inexcusable 
injustice is lIeing done to one of the best adlllinistered 
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