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      Mechanics Lien Laws -- protection for the working man from the contractor who vanishes without paying his workers -- were the subject of public meetings of masons, carpenters and other builders in New York in the early 1820s.
  Such laws were hardly needed in the late eigh​teenth century building trades where the master worked in the same workshop with journeymen and apprentices.
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MARYLAND  1804


69.  BALTIMORE.  Builders.


   Baltimore, March 2, 1804.  Sir, The heavy losses to which mechanics and artisans, who follow the pursuit of erection and decorating buildings [14 lines] ... justice should allow those employed in erecting or furnishing houses,... a lien on the property, until their honest claims are paid up.  The Legislature of Pennsylvania, no less solicitous for the distribution of equal justice, and the guarantee of equal rights, at their session in March last, enacted a law to the same effect, a copy of which is hereunto annexed.  [11 lines]  We are, Sir, your most obed't, Christopher Hughes.   Joseph Biays.   To Mr. [space] [short thick-thin rule] Law of Pennsylvania.   [filet]   An Act [3 lines]  Sect. 1.   [16 lines]   Sect. 2   [3 lines]   Approved by the Governor, March 16, 1803.   Thomas M'Kean.   [short rule]


   [Baltimore] Martin & Pratt, Printers, 182, Market, corner of Charles-street.   [1804]


Broadside.   33-1/2 x  18-1/2 cm.


This imprint, not yet examined, is entered in approximately the bibliographical form found in R.P. Bristol, Maryland imprints, 1801-1810 (Charlottesville, 1953).  For the present entry, unhappily the 14 lines omitted at the outset might be the most instructive for purposes of classification.


There may well be many imprints on the order of this one not yet brought to light, for the mechanics' lien law campaign was fought in several states over a period of decades.  The earliest summary thus far encountered is: Louis Houck, A Treatise on the mechanics' lien law in the United States (Chicago, 1867), 256 p. (copy: DLC).  Labor and legal historians have dealt with the problem extensively since.
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Louise Hall, Artificer to Architect in America (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Radcliffe College, Harvard University, January, 1954). Unpublished Ph.D. thesis. Pp. B - 74 - B - 76.


"Apart from temperance and related moral issues, the master craftsmen agitated the usual concerns of the mechanics' interest, especially those connected with the entrepreneurial rights of craft employers.  Building-trade masters and contractors had long been perturbed by their lack of adequate legal protection in the competitive construction market, in particular their liability for the costs of wages and materials on projects that went bankrupt.  In the early 1820s, as the effects of the panic of 1819 (wore off?), master masons, carpenters and builders held public meetings to demand a lien law from the state legislature.  Faced with continued rebuffs from Albany, they resumed their efforts in 1825 and 1828, with the support of the leaders of the General Society.  Their arguments hinged on the idea that the lien would preserve sound credit and what more than one builder called "equal rights'; secure from failure, small speculative builders would not be blocked from advancement; journeymen would be spared some of the risks of dismissal and unemployment; consumers would not be at the mercy of the richest building speculators.  FN 110


10.  Courier and Enquirer, November 29, December 2, 1829; Working Man's Advocate [New York], December 12, 1829, January 9, 1830; Henry W. Farnam, Chapters in the History of Social Legislation in the United States to 1860 (Washington, 1938), 153-54; Jabez D. Hammond, The History of Political Parties in the State of New York (Albany, 1842), II, 331.  On similar agitation in Pennsylvania, see Lou Hartz, Economic Policy and Democratic Thought: Pennsylvania, 1776-1860 (Cambridge, Mass., 1948), 181-93, 221.
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