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Overview:
A tale of two sources

1. The Customs 15 ledgers of exports and 
imports

2. The Sound Toll Registers Online database
3. How consistent are these two source?

Some (initial and crude) comparisons of trade
• By commodity group
• By Irish port



The “Customs 15 Ledgers of Exports and Imports” at the UK National Archives

140 volumes in this set of bound, handwritten ledgers at the UKNA 
covering 1698-1829

(initially one volume per year:  from c.1795 there are two)
Each volume has about 100 A3 pages. Later years have more.
We have digitised, transcribed, and processed  data from the volumes for 
1698–1784
both original images and data to go online
Joint work with Patrick Walsh, Eoin Magennis, Edward Kearns





The
“Customs 15”
ledgers

from the UK National 
Archives



Exports 1714 

Exports 1764 





More detail: exports by port, to Holland, 1704





Ports of Ireland

cf pdf local files



Walnuts and other/small nuts



Ale, Aquavitae, Bacon, Barrells Empty, Beef/Barrells, Beef/Carcasses, Beer, 
Books/Unbound, Bread, Butter, Bullocks, Candles, Cheese, Cordage, Copper 
Ore, Corn/Barley, Corn/Beans, Corn/Malt, Corn/Oats, Corn/Pease, Corn/Rye, 
Corn/Wheat, Drapery/New, Drapery/Old, Feathers, Fish/Codd (barrells), 
Fish/Codd (cwt), Fish/Dry`d, Fish/Hake, Fish/Herrings, Fish/Ling, Fish/Salmon, 
Flanell, Freeze, Glew, Gloves, Glovers Clippings, Graves, Haberdashery Ware, 
Hair/Cows, Hair/Horse, Hair/Kids, Hair Powder, Hatts, Hogslard, Horns/Ox, 
Horns/Tips, Horses, Hydes/Tann'd, Hydes/Untann'd, Iron, Iron Mongers Ware, 
Jumps, Kelp, Linen Cloth, Meal/Groats, Meal/Oat, Meal/Wheat, Mutton/Barrells, 
Mutton/Carcasses, Ox Bones, Ox Gutts, Oyle Train, Paper, Pork, Rape seed, Salt, 
Shoes, Skins/Calve, Skins/Deer, Skins/Goat, Skins/Kidd, Skins/Lamb, 
Skins/Rabbits, Skins/Sheep, Soap, Starch, Stockings/Linen, Stockings/Woolen, 
Stockings/Worsted, Tallow, Timber, Tongues, Wax, Wooden Ware, Wool, 
Yarn/Linen, Yarn/Woolen, Yarn/Worsted, Small Parcells

cf draft web site

Commodity list, exports 1724





The database



Key fields in Customs 15

• year
• transaction type (exports/import)
• trade partner (usually 6 up to 1783 -- then c.40)
• Irish port
• Commodity (500 distinct)
• quantity
• quantity denomination/measurement units

– e.g., lbs, quarters/bushels, cwt qtrs lbs (50+ variants: we 
standardised over time)

• official price of commodity in that year (derived from total 
value data)
– We calculate volume series at 1750 prices



Comparison of official with market prices

(Index of market prices of beef based on Appendix A.12 pp. 172-175 of Liam Kennedy and Peter Solar 
Irish agriculture: a price history from the mid-eighteenth century to the even of the First World War 
Royal Irish Academy: Dublin 2007)



Ireland: Total exports and imports
1698-1823
(IR£ millions)
Sources: Customs 15, UK National Archives, as sumarised in Truxes (1988) and HCPP (1823)



Trade by partner
1698-1784
IR£ 000s

Blue: exports
Red: imports

East Country is Baltic Region

“Plantations” refers to British 
North America



Ireland’s trade with the Baltic
from Customs 15 1698-1784
IR£s at 1750 prices



Some basic problems/caveats

• Official and market prices may diverge
• (Legally) unenumerated goods
• Mis-reporting/evasion/smuggling

• How to assess reliability?
– Internal consistency
– External consistency – check against another 

source



www.soundtoll.nl

Veluwenkamp, Jan Willem and Scheltjens, Werner: Early modern shipping and 
trade: novel approaches using the Sound Toll Registers Online.  Vol. 5 of Brill’s 
Study in Maritime History. Brill: Leiden, Boston 2018



The Sound



The Sound Toll Registers as records

• Toll levied by Danish King on cargoes of all ships passing through the 
Sound

• 700 volumes
• 60 linear feet of shelf space
• 300 of 360 years between 1497 and 1857

– Almost unbroken 1597 and 1857
• 1.8 million ship passages
• Originals + published extracts  (since 1906) used by researchers
• Digitisation project 2017 as www.soundtoll.nl
• Challenges of transcription/translation (most in Danish)
• Some concerns over completeness of cargoes (esp. under-declarations)

http://www.soundtoll.nl/


Sound Toll Registers
Key fields 1634-1857

• For each passage through the Sound
– Date
– Captain name, home port

• Then for each ship: for each cargo 
– Port from
– Port to
– Commodity name
– Measurement units
– Qty
– Taxes 

Coded by project: place names + many commodities



Commodities from the 
www.soundtoll.nl
project

1,800 similarly 
identified in STRO

(c.1,800 in Irish data
c.1600 identified
1690-1780)

http://www.soundtoll.nl/


Seasonality of voyages from/to Irish ports
from Sound Toll Registers 1690-1790



Ireland’s trade with the Baltic
from Customs 15 1698-1784
IR£s at 1750 prices



Ireland’s Imports from the  Baltic
by commodity group

Customs 15
IR£s at 1750 prices

Sound Toll Registers
No. of cargoes



Ireland’s imports from the Baltic
by Irish port

Customs 15
IR£s at 1750 prices

Sound Toll Registers
No. of cargoes



Ireland’s trade with the Baltic
from Customs 15 1698-1784
IR£s at 1750 prices



Exports
NB butter accounts for much of the fall in exports to the Baltic: 
some context from Customs 15



Exports:
Irish cargoes to the Baltic
from Sound Toll Registers



Ireland’s exports to the  Baltic
by commodity group

Customs 15
IR£s at 1750 prices

Sound Toll Registers
No. of cargoes



Ireland’s exports to the Baltic
by Irish port

Customs 15
IR£s at 1750 prices

Sound Toll Registers
No. of cargoes



Next steps

• For more meaningful comparisons:
– Complete classification of commodities for Irish 

Sound Toll trade
• More precise matching, rather than groups

– Work on quantities/measurement units
• Other

– Track journeys? (via captain names) => speed
– Extend forward in time
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