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The law thus takes it'for granted that a mere cssual glancs at the sct
of writing many years before gives, or may give, to an observer, in some
mysterious, usknown way, what the law calls *“a knowledge of & handwriting,”
From a sclentific standpoint, and slso from a common sense standpoint, the
assunption is utterly ridiculous and would be so considered had it not been
dignified by long use. Inowledge that rises to the point that qualifies
witness to give formal evidence in a court of law on such a question is not
gained in any such manner,

It is said in some opinions, seemingly in an apologetic way, that objection
“goes to the weight of the evidence rather than to it competency’ and the
court does not undertaks to say how much obgervation is necessary in order
to qualify & witness to testify. The court should undertake to say this very
thing, and it is utterly unscientific not to say it. Any reasonable man ought
to be able to say that po such cursory observation, without any specific
atiention, or interest in the question, qualifies a witness to give formal testi-
mouy under oath in & court of law, any more than walking through s law
library would qualify a mau to give an opinion on a legal subject.

It i3 possible to become familiar with a handwriting by seeing it often
and geeing it written many times, but such a knowledge is usually very super-
ficial and unreliable and in any event is not gained when no particular atten-
tion is given to the act and that act is performed only a few times many yeas
before.

A witness culled upon to testify on the question of disputed handwriting
should always be examined in advance by counsel and by the court and if he
1s agked whether he would risk his own property, to the extent vwerhaps of
thousands of dollars, upon his own knowledge of the particular bandwriting
in dispute, the honest witness will be likely to eay that he would not dignify
his opinion on the question in any such important maaner.

The ideutifieation of handwriting many times beomes a diffieult scientific
problem and in any bnportent matier should not be undertaken by the unin-
formed and the untrained. One of the common {allacies in connsction with
the subject is the sssumnption that handwriting can be positively recognized
by auyone a8 a face is recognized, by a sort of intuition. Bome of the discus-
slong even go to the point of contending that evidenee based on this kind of
recognition is particularly reliable. 'The exact opposite is the fact.

One of the most uncertain and unrelinble kinds of evidencs that ever
appesrs in a court of law is evidence upon the recognition of & person, seen
infrequently, or Jong before, or perhapa only once, from his feaiures and gen-
eralappewance slone. Thousands of errors have thus been committed and
the linbility of error is so great that such evidence has very little weight, and
should have even less than is given to it.

The same danger of error arises when it is assumed that the recognition
of & handwriting is a very simple and easy task, There are eariain great
classes or schobls of handwriting in which there are certain general similarities,
like the similarities in race or complexion, or general appearance in persons,
ard error i liable to follow in depending upon recognition from mere general
appearance in identifyivg & handwriting ss in ideutifying s person.

If » handwriting is clumsily imitated only in & goneral way, including
only ita conspisucus festuren, it at once takes on, in some degres, the genoral
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