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Please send items for inclusion in Fulcrum to johnsknights@btinternet.com or post to the 
address shown in the Membership directory. All contributions are gratefully received. 
We seem to have had a bit of a coal theme going of late and this edition is not going to be any   
exception. 
Coals from Newcastle 
The picture on the right is a trade card of one 
Philip Fruchard who was a London coal 
merchant in the mid 18th century. At this time 
coal had become the major domestic fuel of the 
capital and was being brought down by ship 
from the North East of England. The trade was 
vital to the capital and probably because it was 
dutiable, the unloading and sale of coal was 
hedged about with Byzantine rules and 
restrictive practices, which inevitably led to 
abuse and fraud. The unloading of the ships was carried out by casual labourers, known as coal 
heavers and ‘whippers’. These were engaged through ‘undertakers’ who had the monopoly on the 
supply of labour for this purpose. The ‘undertakers’ withheld payments from the workers for the 
supply of shovels, drink etc and they also often had arrangements with riverside publicans; 
favouring those labourers who spent their earnings in the appropriate hostelry. Metrologically the 
system seemed almost designed to defraud the final recipient of the coal. 
The trade was conducted in volumetric measure and was overseen by 
‘Meters’ who observed the various stages of unloading, from the filling of 
the Vats* (nominally holding 9 heaped coal bushels**) on the ship, to the 
filling of the 3-bushel sacks at the wharf. Given, however, the vagaries of 
the heaped bushel, and the fact that all parties were paid on the basis of the 
number of ‘chaldrons***’ extracted from the ship, the system hardly 
encouraged any overfilling of the sacks. 
Mr Fruchard’s trade card shows the fuel being packed into the 3-bushel sacks and unloaded from 
the barge for delivery to the customer (with, it must be observed, scant regard for ‘Health and 
Safety’). The use of the heaped bushel can, just about, be seen in the detail. ‘Whipping’ up coal 

from the ship’s hold, using ropes and pulleys, was a crude form 
of ‘automation’ that supplanted the older heaving method and 
reduced the number of men required. The 
precarious process is described by Dickens in 
Great Expectations (set in 1820s) ‘here, were 
colliers by the score and score, with the coal-
whippers plunging off stages on deck, as 
counterweights to measures of coal swinging 
up, which were then rattled over the side into 
barges’. The trade was reformed a number of 

times in an effort to combat the abuses and eventually the requirement to sell by 
weight was introduced. This is illustrated in the sketch taken from Mayhew’s 
London Labour and the London Poor. The coal is still being bagged on a lighter at the coal 
wharf, but now (post 1836) there is a swan neck beam in evidence on the wharf, to check the 
quantity. (*made by John Savidge a cooper and bushel maker of Tower Street London. The term ‘fraudulent’ was 
routinely applied to these vessels according to Peter Linebaugh in his book ‘The London Hanged’), (** defined as a 
Winchester Bushel + a quart, strike measure) (*** The London Chaldron, or Calder was 36 heaped coal bushels) 



Yet More Coal Some 150 years after Mayhew’s book it is perhaps surprising how little the 
technology of coal weighing has changed (as mentioned in edition 6) 

 
Here we have member Julie Davey, 
demonstrating her metrological 
credentials by getting down and dirty 
with a dodgy deadweight. 
 Julie is known as ‘The Countess’ 
partly (but not entirely) because of her 
penchant for collecting old Royal 
Doulton ‘Countess’ tableware. 
The Countess Davey clearly exhibits 
an ordered and tidy approach to the 
testing of coalscales, rarely shown by 
the messier (male?) practitioner. 
 Personally Speaking 
Way back in Issue no. 3 we had a 

feature on Person Weighers and I bemoaned the lack of the traditional Coin-In-The-Slot machine. 
Since then I have noticed some of the trends in this area. A number of High Street Chemists now 
have installed Hi-Tech, digital weighing and height measuring instruments, which calculate your 
Body Mass, or Quetelet (after Adolphe Quetelet; another famous Belgian to 
add to Jean-Claude Van Damme and the Singing Nun) Index and advise 
whether you are classed as ‘overweight’ or ‘obese’. As one who teeters on 
the brink of the critical ‘30’ that can deny access to hospital appointments, I 
find these devices particular sinister (when testing scales in hospitals I was 
amused to learn the degree of benign deception being practiced by the 
nursing staff, in order to make patients eligible for elective surgery. Larger 
patients were being stripped naked prior to weighing and measured standing 
on tiptoe in order to squeeze them onto the consultant’s list). 
 Strangely enough I recently happened upon a ‘fossilised’ traditional Person 
Weigher in a pub, in my own village (right ) so I snatched a hasty 
photograph (being found lurking in a public toilet with a camera is likely to 

require some explaining). It’s 
nothing exciting I’m afraid, 
just a plain, old spring 
resistant platform scale (a 
double pendulum Berkel would have been nicer to 
look at), still carrying its 1973 verification stamp. In 
the interests of good taste I have cropped off the 
nearby contraceptive machine. John Knights 
Which inevitably leads onto:-  
   
 

another postcard (above) of yesteryear, showing a 
lady weighing herself on a coin in the slot machine. 
This appears to be an American card from the 
1940s. It is certainly very different from the 
archetypal seaside postcard to which those of us 
from the UK are accustomed. It exhibits a more 
subtle type of ‘bitchy’ humour than Donald McGill 
et al would have produced. We are indebted to 
John Wintour  for the use of this piece of 
ephemera. If anyone can throw any light upon this 
style of card please get in touch! 



 Loose-poise, accelerating, 
platform machine with relieving 
gear. This type of machine used 
to work quite well until the 
bottom work was dropped and 
then re-engaged when errors 
would mysteriously appear 

Weigh down yonder 
In the last issue we mentioned the films of James Cagney, one of which, featured the fraudulent 

weighing of cotton. The film, ‘A Lion is in the Streets’ 
was set in Louisiana in the 1920s. The above card, 
courtesy of Norman Biggs, comes from a similar time  
(photo taken near Memphis Tennessee circa1911 
apparently). It shows baskets of cotton being weighed in 
the field, by a natty gent in a bow tie (under, it appears, 

the critical scrutiny of the pickers). The steelyard is a curved end type with a removable poise 
(dodgy), known, I believe, as a ‘Dearborn’. Strangely, despite the large basket, the tare poise 
normally hanging on the end does not seem to be in evidence. 
Water, Wind and Weighing 
I was watching a Michael Caine film the other night, which had its denouement set in a windmill on 
the Sussex Downs. During the finale the Black Windmill , of the title, was both set on fire and shot 
up with Uzis (‘he was only supposed to blow the bloody doors off’* ). One can only hope that the 
damage was inflicted on a studio set rather than the real thing. It did serve to remind me, however, 
that we are lucky to have, still preserved, these wonderful old buildings with their ingenious 
traditional technologies. They also, usually, possess the odd good piece of antique weighing 
ironmongery  (as described in Mike Sharpe’s article in Equilibrium 1/ 2009) Most mills have a sack 
weighing scale such as a Swan Neck or Dutch End beamscale or a nice clanky old platform 

machine (below). There are still 
quite a few wind and watermills, 
nicely restored and open to the 
public, in most parts of the UK. 
I’m not sure what the situation is in 
other parts of the world, perhaps 
members could advise. 

Family Matters 

Now that FULCRUM is on 
the ISASC (Europe) website 
you never know who’s going 

to come across it and how it might impinge on their lives. 
A lady called Marion, like many others these days, was 
doing some on-line research into her family history and found the November 
edition of our newsletter. She had been researching the Williams family of 
Cannon Street and Abchurch Yard London, to whom she is related. Through 
the magic of Google, via ‘London Scalemakers’, she was directed to our 
October meeting report and Jenny Hutchinson’s excellent presentation on 
the Williams mob. She contacted the editor and was put in touch with Jenny. 
Hopefully a mutually useful exchange of information will result. 
Management Committee Bulletin   01/2010 
During the ISASC (E) Management Committee Meeting of 17.03.10 the 
following points were discussed. 
It was decided that the publications list will be reviewed on occasion of the 
July meeting. Also, at this meeting a publication sales table will be set up. 

The EQM (and also the Fulcrum) archive is being kept by 
Janet at present, and this is to be continued. Most EQM's 
are originals, but there are some photocopies amongst 
them.  With the help of the membership, it is hoped to 
eventually replace copies with originals. 
 Mike Sharpe will take over the role of Webmaster. He 
and Norman will share the task of updating the website. 
Mike is already involved in several of the committee's 

Locally made (or at 
least locally marked) 
equipment… … is likely to be found in mills 

such as Cranbrook Union 
Windmill, Kent (photos 
courtesy of Mike Sharpe) 

*  sorry about that! 



activities, and he will be well placed to integrate them with the material on the website to make it a 
central part of our activities. Our thanks go to Brian Parkin  for setting up the website and being the 
webmaster for several years. 
Janet, Michael and Ken wish to stand down from their posts when suitable replacement volunteers 
can be found. (preferably to tie in with the next scheduled Officer's elections in 2011). 
The update process to complete Phase II of the preparation of a copy of the scalemaker's index has 
been about one third completed. Another month is expected to complete the remainder, with a view 
to publish this archive in CD format during 2010. A document relating to the copyright of the data 
will be sent out with the next mailing to the membership. 
For details of the summer meeting please see the enclosed notice. 
The AGM will be on the 10th of October at Kegworth.  
The accounts for the current financial year are due to be completed shortly. Unless major 
unforeseen changes happen, a break-even situation is expected. On the basis of this the Committee 
would recommend to the Membership to leave the annual subscription rate unchanged for 2011. 
A table with exhibits and material, promoting ISASC will be set up during the meeting of the Pen 
Collecting Society in London on 3rd October. 
The next Management Committee Meeting will be on the 18th of April 2010. 
Spring Meeting 

On 18th April a good crowd of members gathered at John’s and Mark’s 
Scales and Rural Museum, Alvington, Gloucestershire, for the Spring 
get together. The weather was fine and an excellent meal was provided 
by the hosts. This was an opportunity for members to examine the 
contents of the museum, which was fully exploited. Anyone wishing to 
get a taste of the collections can visit the museum’s website 

scalesandruralmuseum.com where there are some excellent pictures of some of the displays. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
To quote the famous (or infamous) slogan 
for the V&A 
 
‘An ace caff with quite a nice 
museum attached’ 
 
 
 
 

 

The photographs received indicate that the day was 
mainly spent eating…………. 

And again! 

Apparently there were also a few scales 
there! 


