Harris v. Tyson.

Supreme Court of Pennsylvania
24 Pa. 347 (1855)

[This is a case of unilateral mistake. Tyson was a knowledgeable purchaser, who was
buying up land that he suspected had chrome deposits. Harris did not know that his land
might have valuable mineral deposits. After discovering why Tyson was purchasing his
land, Harris wanted the contract voided.]

JUDGES: Black, J.

OPINIONBY: BLACK

Black, J.--This action depends on the defendant'’s right to dig and take away chrome from
the land of the plaintiff. The defendant claims that right under the plaintiff's deed, giving
and granting it in due form. But the plaintiff asserts that the deed is fraudulent and void
because, 1. The defendant suppressed the truth; 2. He suggested a falsehood; 3. He paid
a totally inadequate consideration; and 4. He got the deed by means of threats which
amounted to duress.

1. A person who knows that there is a mine on the land of another may nevertheless buy
it. The ignorance of the vendor is not of itself fraud on the part of the purchaser. A
purchaser is not bound by our laws to make the man he buys from as wise as himself.
The mere fact, therefore, that Tyson knew there was sand chrome on Harris's land, and
that Harris himself was ignorant of it, even if that were exclusively established, would
not be ground for impugning the validity of the deed. But it is not by any means clear
that one party had much advantage over the other in this respect. They both knew very
well that chrome could be got there, which one wanted and the other had no use for. But
the whole extent of it in quantity was probably not known to either of them for some
time after the deed. When it was discovered that sand chrome was as valuable as the
same mineral found in the rock, and that large quantities of the former could be got in
certain parts of the fast land as well as by the streams, it was natural enough that the
plaintiff should repent and the defendant rejoice over the contract: but this did not touch
its validity. Every man must bear the loss of a bad bargain legally and honestly made. If
not, he could not enjoy in safety the fruits of a good one. Besides, we do not feel sure
that the contract has made the plaintiff any poorer, for it is not improbable that he would
never have discovered the value of the mineral deposit on his land if he had not granted
to the defendant the privilege of digging.

2. If the defendant, during the negotiation for the purchase, willfully made any
misstatement concerning a material fact, and then misled the plaintiff and induced him to
sell it at a lower price than he otherwise would, then the contract was a cheat and the
deed is void utterly. But in all cases where the evidence brings the parties face to face,
the language and conduct of the defendant seem to have been unexceptionable. An offer



was made and rejected to prove that Tyson had made certain statements in the
neighborhood which were calculated to produce the impression that all the chrome in
that region was not very valuable. It was even proposed to be shown that he had spoken
in depreciating terms of sand chrome on a tract adjoining Harris's. It would at least have
been useless, and it might have had a pernicious influence on the minds of the jury, to
have admitted such evidence. To invalidate a solemn deed by showing that
misrepresentations were used to obtain it, there must be very clear proof that the
falsehood was told directly or indirectly to the grantor. It is not to be supposed that he
was influenced by a statement neither made to himself nor communicated to him. If the
vendee's conduct in all his transactions with the vendor was honest and fair, he is not
answerable in this action for what he may have said elsewhere to other persons.

3. Mere inadequacy of price is not sufficient to set aside a deed. It is sometimes regarded
as a suspicious circumstance when coupled with other strong evidence of fraud. Here it
would hardly be entitled to that much consideration. The sale of this privilege at a low
price is explained by so many reasons, that it is not necessary to account for it by
supposing there was any foul play. But it is enough to say that the plaintiff had a right to
sell at what price he pleased or keep his property. Having chosen to do the former, he
cannot undo it by changing his own mind.

Judgment affirmed.
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Questions

=

How does this case differ from Sherwood and Walker?

2. How does this decision affect the incentive to engage in the production of
information?

3. If the court had decided in favor of Harris, how would future situations like this

be handled? Would there be any incentive for Tyson to search out farms with

chrome deposits?






