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INTRODUCTION: -  

Coggs v. Bernard (1703)1 is a landmark case both for the English Contract act and Property 

Law decided by Sir John Holt, Chief Justice of the King’s Bench. It established the principles 

related to the duties and liabilities of bailees and the rights of bailor. This case mainly involved 

between two merchants Coggs and Bernard. William Bernard as gratuitous bailee undertook to 

carry several barrels of brandy belonging to John Coggs. Bernard was not offered any 

compensation for his work and 150 gallons were lost because of his servant’s negligence. As a 

result, Coggs sued him for the value of the lost brandy. This case dealt with the common law 

principles governing bailments, where the bailor entrusts their personal property to the bailee 

for a specific purpose. The main issue was whether Bernard was liable for the negligence of 

his servants. The case is significant because it established Gratuitous bailment for the bailor's 

sole benefit - the bailee must exercise great care. Prior to this case, the law on bailments was 

relatively unclear, and this decision helped establish a framework for determining the duties 

and liabilities of bailees and the rights of bailor based on the nature of the bailment relationship. 

I believe the court's decision in Coggs v. Bernard was correct. The decision provided much-

needed clarity and guidance in an area of law that was previously ambiguous, laying the 

groundwork for subsequent developments in the law of bailments.  

FACTS: - 

• In November 1701, the plaintiff, Charles Coggs, entrusted two barrels of brandy worth 

£18.16 to the defendant, Claude Bernard, for safekeeping. 

• Bernard was a groom who undertook to carry those brandy from Brooks Market, 

Holborn to Water Street, south of the Strand. 

• Bernard did not receive any compensation for keeping the brandy, The bailment was 

gratuitous. 

 
1 Coggs v. Bernard (1703) 2 Ld. Raym. 909, 92 Eng. Rep. 107. 
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• Unfortunately, one of Bernard's servants accidentally allowed a third party to take the 

brandy from the premises, resulting in the loss of the goods. 

• As the brandy was being unloaded at the Water Street cellar, a barrel was staved and 

150 gallons were lost. 

• Accusing Bernard of having agreed to carry the barrels but spilling them due to 

carelessness, Coggs filed a lawsuit against him. 

• Defendant appealed, claiming that he was neither a common porter, nor received any 

reward or consideration. 

Coggs filed a lawsuit against Bernard in the Court of King's Bench (Trial Court), seeking 

compensation for the value of the lost brandy. At the trial, the issue before the court was 

whether Bernard, as a gratuitous bailee, was liable for the negligence of his servants in allowing 

the brandy to be stolen. The trial court found in favor of Coggs, holding that Bernard was liable 

for the negligence of his servants in failing to exercise the required degree of care over the 

bailed goods. The court reasoned that, in a gratuitous bailment for the sole benefit of the bailor 

(Coggs), the bailee (Bernard) had a duty to exercise great care in safeguarding the bailed goods. 

The court determined that Bernard's servants had breached his duty of care, and therefore, 

Bernard was liable for the loss. 

Bernard then appealed the decision to the Court of King's Bench (Appellate Court). The Court 

of King's Bench, sitting as an appellate court, upheld the trial court's decision. The court's 

reasoning was based on the principles of bailment law. The case of a gratuitous bailment for 

the bailor's sole benefit, like the one between Coggs and Bernard, the court held that the bailee 

was required to exercise great care in safeguarding the bailed goods. Since Bernard's servants 

had failed to exercise the required degree of care, resulting in the loss of the brandy, the court 

affirmed that Bernard was liable for the negligence of his servants. The court's decision in 

Coggs v. Bernard established a clear framework for determining the duties and liabilities of 

bailees and rights of the bailor based on the nature of the bailment relationship, providing 

much-needed clarity in this area of law. 

ISSUES: - 

The question of law that addressed the principle of bailment law was “What is the extent of a 

gratuitous bailee's duty of care towards the bailed goods, and specifically, is the bailee liable 

for the negligence of their servants in such a scenario?” 



 
Indian Journal of Integrated Research in Law   Volume IV Issue III | ISSN: 2583-0538  
 

  Page: 777 
 

• What is the nature of the bailment relationship between Coggs (the bailor) and Bernard 

(the bailee) when the bailment was gratuitous and for the sole benefit of the bailor? 

• What is the degree of care required of Bernard as the bailee in bailment? 

• Whether Bernard could be held liable for the negligence of his servants in allowing the 

brandy to be lost or stolen, given the duty of care imposed on him by the bailment 

relationship. 

The key legal issue was to determine the appropriate standard of care and liability that should 

be imposed on Bernard as a gratuitous bailee under these circumstances, which was a question 

of how the law of bailments should be applied to the given facts.  

JUDGEMENT: - 

In Coggs v. Bernard, the Court of King's Bench relied heavily on precedent and established 

principles of common law to reach its decision. The court drew upon earlier cases and treatises 

that had discussed the duties and liabilities of bailees. Specifically, it cited the works of Lord 

Holt and Sir William Jones, which had outlined different categories of bailments and the 

respective duties of care owed by bailees in each category.  

The ratio decidendi established by court was that in a gratuitous bailment for the sole benefit 

of the bailor, the bailee has a duty to exercise great care in safeguarding the bailed goods. 

Furthermore, the bailee is liable for the negligence of their servants in failing to uphold this 

duty of care. The court reasoned that since Bernard had voluntarily undertaken to keep Coggs' 

brandy without compensation, he was obligated to exercise a high degree of diligence and care. 

By allowing his servants to be negligent, resulting in the loss of the brandy, Bernard had 

breached this duty and was therefore liable for the loss. 

In its judgment, the court provided a clear classification of bailments into four categories, each 

with a different degree of care required by the bailee: 

Gratuitous bailment for the bailee's sole benefit (slight care) 

Gratuitous bailment for the bailor's sole benefit (great care) 

Bailment for mutual benefit (ordinary care) 

Bailment for reward (great care) 
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While this categorization was not strictly necessary to decide the specific case at hand, it served 

as an influential obiter dictum, providing guidance for future cases involving different types of 

bailment relationships. There were no dissenting judgments as the court's reasoning was based 

on a consistent application of established common law principles governing bailments.  

REASONING ON ANALYSIS: - 

Coggs v. Bernard was a landmark decision that brought much-needed clarity and structure to 

the law of bailments. One of the most significant contributions of this case was the court's 

establishment of four distinct categories of bailments, each with a corresponding degree of care 

required by the bailee. This categorization brought order and coherence to an area of law that 

had previously lacked a consistent framework. Gratuitous bailees owed a heightened duty of 

care when the bailment was for the sole benefit of the bailor was a significant development. 

This principle recognized the inherent imbalance in such arrangements, where the bailor 

entrusts their property to the bailee without any direct benefit to the bailee. By imposing a 

higher standard of care, the court sought to uphold principles of fairness and accountability, 

ensuring that gratuitous bailees were incentivized to exercise due diligence in safeguarding the 

bailed goods. Bailees could not even evade responsibility by delegating their duties to others. 

By extending liability to the actions of servants or agents, the court maintained the integrity of 

the bailment relationship and upheld the bailee's overall duty of care towards the bailed goods. 

By allowing his servants to be negligent, resulting in the loss of the brandy, Bernard had 

breached this duty and was therefore liable for the loss. At the end we can say that Coggs v. 

Bernard had a profound impact on subsequent bailment cases. The clear categorization of 

bailments and the corresponding duties of care provided a solid foundation for future courts to 

build upon. While the case provided significant guidance, it also left some ambiguities and 

unanswered questions. For instance, the court did not explicitly address the potential for 

exceptions that could affect the degree of care required or the allocation of liability. Overall, 

this case laid a solid foundation for the development of bailment law. 

CONTRIBUTION OF THE CASE TO THE GROWTH OF CONTRACT LAW: -  

Coggs v. Bernard provided much-needed clarity by establishing a comprehensive framework 

for classifying different types of bailments and defining the corresponding duties of care owed 

by bailees in each category. The case's emphasis on gratuitous bailments, where the bailee 

receives no compensation, was particularly significant. By imposing a heightened duty of care 

on gratuitous bailees when the bailment was for the sole benefit of the bailor, the court 
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acknowledged the imbalance in such arrangements and sought to uphold principles of fairness 

and accountability. This recognition of gratuitous bailments as a distinct category laid the 

groundwork for future developments in this area of contract law. The court's decision to hold 

the bailee liable for the negligence of their servants was a crucial development. It ensured that 

bailees could not evade responsibility by delegating their duties to others and upheld the 

integrity of the bailment relationship. By providing a clear and structured approach to bailment 

relationships, Coggs v. Bernard contributed to greater certainty and predictability in contract 

law. Parties entering into bailment arrangements could better understand their respective rights, 

duties, and potential liabilities, facilitating more informed decision-making and risk 

management. At the end we can conclude that by establishing clear principles and promoting 

contractual certainty, this case has played a pivotal role in shaping the modern understanding 

and application of contract law principles across various industries and contexts.  

CONCLUSION: - 

The case arose from a dispute between two merchants, Coggs and Bernard, where Coggs 

entrusted cases of brandy to Bernard for safekeeping, but Bernard's servants negligently 

allowed the brandy to be stolen. The court had to clarify the nature of the bailment relationship, 

the degree of care required, and whether Bernard could be held liable for the negligence of his 

servants. The Court of King's Bench delivered a landmark decision that brought much-needed 

clarity and structure to the law of bailments. By establishing four distinct categories of 

bailments, each with a corresponding degree of care required by the bailee, the court provided 

a comprehensive framework for analyzing such cases. Crucially, the court held that in a 

gratuitous bailment for the sole benefit of the bailor, the bailee had a duty to exercise great 

care, and was liable for the negligence of their servants in failing to uphold this duty.  

This decision was well-reasoned and aligned with principles of fairness and accountability. It 

ensured that gratuitous bailees could not evade responsibility by delegating their duties, and it 

upheld the integrity of the bailment relationship. Furthermore, the case's categorization of 

bailments and articulation of duty of care concepts have had a profound impact on the broader 

development of contract law, promoting contractual certainty and serving as a foundational 

precedent for numerous subsequent cases. Coggs v. Bernard was a seminal ruling that brought 

order and predictability to an area of law that had previously lacked coherence. 
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