Petition of Sundry Inhabitants Merchants of Boston
The framers of the Constitution, in an effort to create a uniform, national economy, granted Congress the authority to establish bankruptcy laws. The legislature first approved a bankruptcy act for merchants in April of 1800, but the Jeffersonian Eighth Congress repealed the act.  With the rapid growth of commerce and industry and in the midst of economic risks presented by wars in Europe and America, the demands for new bankruptcy legislation increased in the 1810s. Frequent petitions like this one from merchants in Boston recounted the difficulties of carrying on interstate business with no uniform bankruptcy law. The Boston appeal followed announcement that the House had ordered the Committee on the Judiciary to consider bankruptcy legislation. Representative Artemas Ward, Jr., submitted the petition on January 19,1815, two days after the Judiciary Committee reported a bill to the Whole House.  The Thirteenth Congress adjourned without action on the bill which was resubmitted in the first session of the Fourteenth Congress. Although merchants and financiers continued to petition for a uniform bankruptcy act, popular opinion opposed any such legislation, and Congress did not approve a second bankruptcy act until August 1841.
[Boston December 31st 1814]
To the Honourable Senate, and the Honourable House of Representatives of the United States in Congress assembled.
The Subscribers observing, that the subject of the expediency of a Bankrupt Law, for the security of Creditors, and the relief of Insolvent Debtors is now under the consideration of Congress, beg leave Respectfully to represent; that in their opinion the enactment of such a law, is alike called for by the beneficial experience of nearly three hundred years of the most commercial nation in the world; by the dictates of justice and humanity, by the peculiarly embarrassing and precarious situation of the present times, and by the existing diversified, injudicious, and oppressive Insolvent laws in several States of the Union.
In a confederacy of Republics, the simpler and more uniform the laws having reference to property and commercial engagements may be, the more prompt will be the distributions of justice, and the more harmonious the intercourse of their citizens, at present the laws of the different states relative to Debtor and Creditor, present so motley a peice of legal mosaic, as to set all system at defiance, and to resemble the confusion of tongues at the building of Babel, rather than the enlightened acts of the Intelligent Legislators of the nineteenth century.
In one State, one species of Property is exempted from sale on executions, in another a different kind is free from seizure, in a third the property is liable, but the person of the Debtor is not subject to confinement; or if the person be arrested, the property cannot be attached, in a fourth a single rapacious, or perhaps collusive creditor, may secure the whole property of a failing Debtor, while the rest of the Creditors are left without a shilling, in a fifth, the provisions of a State Insolvent law, loosely framed, and perhaps unconstitutionally passed, may open a door for the robbery of the Creditor, and for the encouragement and immunity, of unprincipled
and fraudulent Debtors, in a Sixth, the iron grasp of the law knows no relaxation, until the unfortunate but honest Insolvent, may be stripped nearly naked to the Skin, and after his spirit has passed the "dark valley of the shadow of death" and been summoned to the judgment seat of the All merciful Governor of the Universe, his Body, the last frail remnant of mortality, may be stopped by a merciless, and inexorable Creditor, in its progress, even to the narrow mansions of the grave.
Provisions of law, so discordant to each other, inoperative for the purposes intended, and some of them so disgraceful to civilization, or humanity, as loudly to claim an attention, and interference from the guardianship, and wisdom, of the National Legislature.
During a part of the short term of their existance as an Independent Power, no nation has derived a greater benefit from commerce than the People of the United States; and as none have ever experienced stronger temptations to extend it to an extreme, so none have been subjected in an equal degree, to the vicissitudes it may occasion.
For a period of nearly eighteen years after the adoption of the Federal constitution, the mounds and barriers of European Commercial and Colonial policy were broken down, and a great portion of the trade of the world was opened to their intelligence, and their industry, but also unavoidably exposed to hazardous risks, as well as to great benefits. After this period for the seven succeeding years, the changing and unprecedented conduct of some of the late Belligerent Powers of Europe, towards neutral commerce, and the varying measures of their own Government, its restrictive laws, and eventual declaration of war, dependant on events inscrutable to them, rendered all mercantile calculation impracticable, and produced an accompanying fluctuation of markets, and depression of business, alike baffling the foresight, and defeating the anticipations of large members of the community, and reducing them from oppulence and prosperity, to poverty and embarrassment; and many of whom are now wasting their existence, in distress and inaction, their usefulness in the vigour of life lost to themselves, their families, and the public, and looking for relief, only to the passing of a Bankrupt Act, or to an uncertain individual accomodation with their Creditors, which experience has in many instances, hitherto shewn to be unattainable.
In expressing their approbation of the enactment of a Bankrupt Law, your Memorialists are not unaware, that the first operation of any such act, will be an unfavorable one on public opinion, as it must necessarily absorb a large and accumulated number of cases of destitute Debtors; but the benefits of such a system, can, they apprehend, only be fairly tested, by a steady course of trial under laws wisely guarded, and faithfully administered, neither have they any intention of obtruding upon Congress their opinion of its details, nor of expressing a wish, for any regulations of law which shall not equally provide, security for the Creditor, as well as benefit to the Debtor. They know the inflictions of such a law should be rigourous against the fraudulent and unprincipled, a due degree of severity to an
offender is an act of mercy to a community, while a Bankrupt law therefore, should be a Shield for the honest and unfortunate, it should also be a terror to evil doers.
Their object is only to express, at the solicitation of many of their unhappy Fellow Townsmen, their conviction, that a law of this description sufficiently guarded, would be attended with beneficial effects to the community, relieve many meritorious but unfortunate citizens, render more uniform the laws of the several States respecting the collection of debts, deter embarrassed Debtors from sporting with the Property of others, by plunging still deeper in a course of hazardous, if not desperate adventures, which they are now enabled to do without restraint, or disclosure would in many instances preserve for the Creditor, that property which is now improperly secreted, or injuriously expended, while an adjustment is for years depending between the parties, and is perhaps never effected, and that by extorting a development of the previous conduct of the unsuccessful, it would tend to check that ardor of enterprize, and rashness of speculation, which are the peculiar characteristics of young, and intelligent and enterprizing People, and most especially, of the Inhabitants of the United States, and which they conceive it to be, the province of the Legislators to regulate, and not to extinguish; as under a judiciary control "that torrent which might otherwise devastate a Country, may be made to fertilize its fields," and to awaken animation and industry, even in the hithereto impervious recesses of its wilderness.
All which is most Respectfully submitted.
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