





are a few dozen architectural historians in
TH ERE New Jersey and hundreds of avocational
old-house researchers, but to date there has
been no systematic examination of what must
surely rank as one of their potentially most important sources-
the building contracts and mechanic lien records filed in the
state’s twenty-one counties. These astonishing records help
document construction or alteration of more than one hundred
thousand New Jersey buildings.

The county government has long played a role in the regula-
tion of real property in New Jersey. Historians are already famil-
iar with the traditional duties, exercised by county clerks, to
record deeds for the transfer of real estate and to record mort-
gages and their discharge to help ensure that land titles remain
clear. Both responsibilities date from the colonial period. A
provincial statute of 1714 authorized counties to record title
deeds, a responsibility that was previously the exclusive domain
of the provincial secretaries. T'he British colonial authorities in
London disallowed this law in 1721, but while most counties
abided by that ruling, some such as Monmouth continued to
record deeds throughout the colonial period until state statute
restored the responsibility to the counties after the Revolution.
Mortgages began to be recorded in the counties after the
Assembly enacted a law authorizing the practice in 1765.
Although the probate of estates is handled by county “surro-
gates,” the pattern since the eighteenth century has been to
centralize in the county clerk’s office most of the records that
deal with land titles and real estate.
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