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The Sunderland Coal Trade
The coal trade peaked in summer, a mark of how dangerous it was during the rest of the year to navigate the east coast and the mouth of the Wear, ‘narrow and shallow, called a dry harbour as at low tide craft lie on the ground’. When conditions allowed, extraordinary effort was made to load and dispatch ships, day or night, inside the port or out at sea. During the 17th century, before there were concerted moves to improve the river, when the tide was out ‘keelmen [were] often forced to haul their keels by a line … and so to draw and tug them by mere strength, up and down the … river’ and manually beach the vessels on the shore. When ships had been delayed ‘through adverse winds and other causes’, the Sunderland trade did not stop. Coal fitters dispatched keels upriver for more loads, hoping that ships might be in port when the keels returned, so that the coal could be sent out without delay. 
The 17th-century fitter was a gentleman agent who bought coal and transported it by keel from the staithes on the coalfield near Lambton and Lumley, then negotiated its sale to ships’ masters who carried it to market elsewhere in England and overseas. Ralph Clarke, a prominent figure in Sunderland in the 1670s, was a typical fitter with a range of commercial interests. He owned a malt mill and brewery adjoining his house between High Street and the river, as well as large numbers of keels and shares in ocean-going vessels. By 1679 his fleet included 10 seven-chaldron coal keels, one four-chaldron coal boat, and a three-chaldron coal boat, to a total value of £200, each with a named skipper. Two of these keels he had acquired for £44 from another fitter, Samuel Yallowley, in 1674. From the summer of 1680 a batch of records has survived of Clarke’s purchases and sales of coal, 292 transactions in all. He dealt mainly in seven-chaldron (18.55 tons) lots from keel skippers and others. At that time Clarke owned several other properties ‘upon the quay and elsewhere in Sunderland’ along with 14 keels or barges and part interests in 32 sea-going vessels. 
Customs duties were collected on all coal shipped out of Sunderland, so quantities were recorded. Some of the lists survive, from which these graphs have been drawn. It is not usually certain, however, whether the measures are Newcastle (53 hundredweight or 2.65 tons) or London (28 hundredweight, 1.4 tons) chaldrons. Even though incomplete and sometimes unclear, the graphs show a dramatic rise in total coal sales over the century, and a matching increase in overseas exports. Certainly by 1700 Sunderland was ‘noted for its sea coal trade’, supplying a ‘great quantity of coals’ and employing ‘great numbers of ships yearly in carrying coals …’ Most was transported along the east and south coasts of England and some to Scotland. Only a relatively small proportion – in 1710, 28 per cent – of Wear coal was sold in London.
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