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North Dock in the 1930s. (Photo courtesy of Norman Conn) 
 
 
SITE LOCATION AND DESCRIPTION 
The site is located on the North Sea coast in the town of Seaham at NZ 4325 4945, in County Durham, 42km south of 
Newcastle upon Tyne. North Dock has recently been opened to the public after the ownership changed. A small number of 
fishing vessels, mainly cobbles, use the dock. The dock has not been maintained for some time and the lack of dock gates 
means that the site is tidal. The local angling club have access to a larger area of the docks than the general public as they 
carry insurance. The areas which the angling club use are currently gated and only members have keys. The site is 
accessed by a newly tarmaced road leading from the town down hill to North Dock. A number of fishermen’s cabins are 
scattered around the site, although a few have been demolished in recent months. Recent works have included concreting 
the old ground surface of the dock, cleaning out the limekilns and providing gates, and the erection of health and safety 
fencing on the approach to the site. 
 
North Dock sits on the landward side of the dock complex to the north of South Dock which is still used as a commercial 
port. It has been carved out of limestone rock and has a set of limekilns, and redundant lifeboat house on the dock surface. 
A new wave screen sits on the eastern side of North Dock and some modern seating is provided here and on the north 
east corner of North Dock. The Old Outer Harbour is located to the east of this and further east is an extended area of 
dock now known as the New Outer Harbour, enclosed by the North and South Piers. This study covers North Dock, the 
Old Outer Harbour and the North Pier. 
 
 
 
GEOLOGY 
The coastal strip consists of Magnesium Limestone laid down during the Permian period, 240 million years ago. It was 
formed from the remains of the skeletal structures and shells of animals that built reefs or settled on the bed of a tropical 
sea. The line of the cliffs is interrupted at intervals by denes and gills (www.turning-the-tide.org.uk/) – one of these gills 
was located where North Dock sits today. A number of rocky limestone outcrops exist on the coastline, a relatively rare 
occurrence in Britain which has resulted in the coast having enormous wildlife value (www.turning-the-tide.org.uk/). Many 
of these limestone outcrops had to be demolished to make way for the harbour at Seaham (see plate 1) but one of them 
was incorporated into its structure to create a support for the limekilns and is now a SSSI.  The lime obtained as a result 
was used to make mortar for the construction of the docks and the new houses nearby. 
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Plate 1. A pencil sketch by Robert Mackreth for Lord Londonderry of the natural rocky outcrop in 1823 which was 
to become North Dock (courtesy of D. Angus) 
 
 

 
 
Extensive coal deposits are to be found beneath the thick layer of limestone which led to the creation of coal mines at 
Rainton, North Hetton and Murton and ultimately to the construction of North Dock itself as a means to export the coal. 
 
 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF NORTH DOCK 
Plate 2.  Early plan by Chapman for Seaham Harbour, 1820. Another 1820 plan can be seen on the boardroom wall of the 
Dock Company’s Offices. 
 

The origins of North Dock began with Sir Ralph 
Milbank MP who had virtually bankrupted himself 
electioneering over two decades and constructing 
large parts of Seaham Hall. In 1815 he had to raise 
£20,000 as a dowry for his only daughter Anne 
Isabella on her marriage to Lord Byron. Had their 
marriage been successful they would have stayed at 
Seaham Hall, but Byron never seemed to warm to 
Seaham and their marriage was doomed. Milbanke 
moved to his ancestral home at Halnaby in North 
Yorkshire and Seaham Hall became surplus to his 
requirements (Durham Records Online – Dawdon, 
3). Milbanke had seen some potential for investment 
in the Seaham and Dalden area and had gone as far 
as commissioning William Chapman, an engineer, to 
draw up a plan in 1820, for a harbour, possibly to be 
named “Port Milbanke”. Sadly Milbanke was 
unaware of the vast mineral wealth which lay below 
his estate. Experimental digging into the East 
Durham escarpment at Hetton was about to confirm 
the vast mineral stores (Ibid, 3) and the technology 
was very nearly ready to extract the coal from these 
deep measures. However his plan for a harbour was 

abandoned due to financial difficulties and he decided to put his heavily mortgaged estates at Seaham up for auction 
(Montgomery Hyde 1979, 28). It was Chapman who would eventually produce modified designs (plate 4) for Lord Charles 
Stewart and his second wife Lady Anne Vane Tempest, soon to become the  Marquis and Marchioness of Londonderry, 
who bought the estates for £63,000 in 1821 (ibid 29).  Part of the attraction of the Seaham Estates for the Londonderry’s 
was their proximity to Lady Anne’s coal mines at Rainton and Penshaw. Lady Anne at the tender age of 19 was already 
the second largest coal exporter on the River Wear behind Lord Lambton and had an annual income of £60,000.  

 



 

 
 
Plate 3. The badly worn foundation stone 
from 1828 
 
Lady Anne had to send coal from her pits at 
Rainton to Sunderland Harbour for export. Lord 
Stewart knew that if they could build their own 
railway line and harbour they would save 
£10,000 in fees each year. Further, they would 
be able to charge other exporters to use the 
port. However it was not so easy to convince 
potential investors of the economic benefits of 
building a new harbour. Dalden Ness was 
considered to be a stormbound coast, rocky 
and dangerous, the “haunt only of smugglers”. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
In 1824, 30 ships sunk off the coast, feeding concerns that this area was not suitable for a harbour. The lack of roads and 
other suitable infrastructure to support the project also caused concern.  Lady Londonderry wrote some years later that 
“There was not a home nor a path on these rugged cliffs” (Seaham Community Association, 7), but this was not strictly 
speaking true. The land was agricultural and two farms occupied the land that was to become part of the town of Seaham 
Harbour, namely Dene House Farm (now demolished) and Dawdon Hill Farm (Durham Records Online – Dawdon, 6). In 
1799 the Portsmouth Telegraph reported that a mad Scottish woman with a beard had been living in the limestone caves 
on the sea shore at Seaham for the past 3 years, suggesting that there were some transient inhabitants in the area (Ibid, 
6). Nevertheless raising the money for the project was difficult and Lady Anne was unable to access her money as it was 
controlled by Trustees. In the following 7 years, the Marquis, as he had now become, failed to raise the necessary funds, 
but proceeded anyway on the basis that confidence in the project would increase as the dock grew.  On the 13th 
September 1828 the works began and the foundation stone (site 1) for north pier was laid on the 28th November 1828 
(McNee and Angus date, 4-5) and can still be seen on site today. The ceremony was designed to attract other investors 
and 7000 people attended. Later the foundation stone (site 11) was laid for the town’s first house which was to be part of a 
planned town layout designed by Dobson. This stone is now placed at the entrance to North Dock having been removed 
from the cellar of the Londonderry Arms in the 1920s (Ibid, 61). Sadly Dobson’s town plan was never implemented due to 
a lack of funds and instead building plots were leased out to raise funds for the ongoing harbour works (McNee and Angus 
1985, 13).  Only on the North Terrace and at Bath Terrace were better quality houses built.  
 

 
Plate 4.The projected plans for Seaham 
Harbour by William Chapman, c1830. 
South Dock was not to be completed to 
this plan, but North Dock was. The 
layout of the  town to the north was 
based on John Dobson’s proposals, but 
were never implemented due to a lack 
of funds (DRO ref: D/SHD 181). 
 
William Chapman modified his original 
plans for the harbour (D/SHD 181). He 
designed a port consisting of three 
distinct divisions. The Outer or North 
Harbour (site 2) of 2.5 acres was the 
general entrance to the other two. The 
entrance was to be 110 feet wide and 
retaining a depth of water between 12 
and 18 feet depending on the tides. In 
the north-west angle there would be a 
sloping beach (site 3) for vessels to 
seek shelter from storms.  The southern 
part of the beach would be bounded by 
an internal pier on the south side on 
which, vessels could deliver their ballast 
(this appears never to have been built).  
 

 
 

 
 
 



 

Plates 5-6. The sluice system and the site of the falling gates into North Dock 
 

 

  
 
On the south side of the entrance into the inner harbour (North Dock) (site 4) would be a wooden jetty to direct the 
entrance inwards. A falling gate (site 5) between the jetties into North Dock would retain 7 feet of water in the harbour in all 
tides so that vessels when laden could be waterborne. It is not clear what happened to the original gate, but the remains of 
one gate can be seen at low tide on the northern edge of the old outer harbour (site 125). A range of sluices (site 6) 
between its lower bars allowed water to be sluiced off in spring in order to scour the Outer Harbour. On the south quay of 
the harbour would be four coal boarding berths with options for two more if required on the west end (sites 7 and 8). The 
north quay wall would be sufficiently low for vessels to lie in a close tier, with their bowsprits over the quay. The remains of 
the coal drops (sites 121-124 and 7 and 8) can still be seen on the south wall of the dock, including the timbers from one 
which have collapsed in. The limestone rock on the north wall was cut to take later coal drops and these cuttings remain 
today. Some of the coal drop structures are now in the Beamish Museum.  
 
Timbers remaining above the sluice system today were used until relatively recent times to berth boats at high tide which 
could then be worked on at low tides when the boat was left stranded on top of the timbers (N. Conn pers comm.). At the 
head of the eastern quay, lime vessels would receive their cargoes; and nearer the entrance, vessels could discharge their 
ballast.  
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Plate 7. The coal drops on the south quay today                      Plate 8. Detail of a decaying coal drop today 
 

                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

The South Dock (site 10) as proposed would be twice the size of the other two together and provide 31 coal landing 
berths, although a lack of funding would mean that this would not be implemented for some time. 
 
All materials were brought in on poor cart roads from Chilton Moor. For the piers, huge sandstone blocks from Penshaw 
Quarry were carted along the beach, into the dene mouth at Featherbed Rock and up a cliff path (McNee and Angus date, 
5). Natural rocky outcrops, some of which were only three feet under water in low spring ebbs, had to be either blown up or 
retained where they provided a natural breakwater from the south east sea in heavy gales, such as Liddell’s Scars (D/SHD 
181). By April 1828 the harbour could take small boats and these were used to transport the large sandstone blocks 
required for the piers.  
 
 
“…the extent of the different branches of Seaham Harbour exceeds that of nearly any Artificial Pier Haven in the Kingdom”. 
(Chapman 1830, 8) 
 
 
A critical part of the project was to build a railway line from the Rainton coal mines to the dock. On 25th July 1831 the first 
coals ran down “Bennys Bank” (site 12), named after the contractor Benjamin Thompson, and loaded on to the new brig 
the “Lord Seaham”. This was the ceremonial inauguration of the port. There were 4 miles of railway track and fixed 
engines for hauling trucks up inclines (McNee and Angus date, 5).  
 
Within 2 years the owners of the new coal pit at South Hetton had built another railway line to transport their coal to 
Seaham, the first coals being transported from the dock in 1833. On the 30th July 1835 South Dock (site 10) was opened 
and the day was celebrated with a variety of water sports including blindfolded coble racing (ibid, 5).  Both docks had cost 
£180,000. 
 
 
 
"I was only 17 or 18 years old when this little ship was launched and I was working at Jarrow at the time. The shipyard was 
behind the Lighthouse Rock, on the Basin Quay. As far as I know this was the only iron ship ever built at Seaham, 
although I have heard it said that a number of wooden ships were built here. Why shipbuilding died out in Seaham I cannot 
say, but what I can say is that when I was a young man ship repairing flourished in Seaham”. Mr Moffatt’s recollections of 
the launch of the Linthorpe in 1889, recounted in 1947 (Story of Seaham web site) 
 
It was not until 1840 that the dock was fully completed and until then it was known as the “black hole” by local people. 
There is some evidence of repairs or alterations taking place relatively quickly. The east wall of the Outer Harbour appears 
to have been built in two phases with the curving terminus being added at a later, unknown date (site 9). The listing 
description (DoE 1985) suggests that the repair work is late 20th century, but does not refer to the extension. The 
stonework alters in elevation and there is evidence of storm damage of an unknown date, but possibly the 1950s (see 
below). The Ordnance Survey maps dating to 1856 show the outer harbour wall as it is today, so any changes must have 
been made before that date.  Some of the fixtures on the surface of the pier may relate to the earlier location of a 
navigation beacon which was subsequently moved further out to sea with the new extension to the pier. Other redundant 
bases probably belong to a crane (site 68) which was positioned on the end of pier by the late 19th century (OS 1897 
1:2,500). 
 
The dock proved popular with coal owners. In 1835 1,504 vessels used the dock, the numbers increasing each year. New 
coal arrived from Haswell, North Hetton and Murton putting additional strain on capacity (McNee and Angus date, 5). By 
1852 both docks were overloaded and the Londonderry Railway had to be built to take additional coal to Sunderland 
(McNee and Angus date, 18). With the coal mining boom, money was to be made from owning shipping and a new 
economy based on ship owning was born with 35 sailing ships based at Seaham (ibid, 6). A smaller amount of ship 
building also took place with Henzell’s Yard building the sailing ship “William” in 1839 and others in the 1860s. The 
company ceased trading after 1880 when a fire destroyed the premises. 
 
By 1841, the census accounts showed that the harbour already had a Harbour Master, Coast Guards, Customs Officers, 
Pilots, Seamen, Ropemakers, Ship Builders, Ship Chandlers, Sailmakers, Bellmen and Keelmen as well as additional 
supporting trades such as Joiners, Carpenters, Builders, Blacksmiths, Stonemasons, Labourers and Painters (Durham 
Records Online-Dawdon, 7).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Plate 9. The stone light house built in 1836. Photo dated to c.1890s. Note the limekilns along the landward side of 
lighthouse cliff. (Reproduced with permission from N. Conn). 
 

 
The first lighthouse to be built, a 
temporary wooden structure, was 
burnt down in 1835. It was replaced 
the same year with a stone lighthouse 
(site 15) on Lighthouse Cliff on the 
north side of the harbour. Another fire 
in 1856 burnt out the interior, but the 
shell remained intact (ibid, 10).  This 
lighthouse continued in use until 1905 
when the new dock and piers (site 16 
and 17) carried the entrance to the 
harbour much further out to sea and a 
new lighthouse (site 30) was 
constructed. The old lighthouse 
remained as a landmark until 1940 
(ibid, 10). Lighthouse Cliff is also the 
site of the old coastguard station (site 
32) (N.Conn pers comm.), which 
presumably replaced that shown on 
the 1850s Ordnance survey map 
(1:2,500) which was located on high 

ground above North and South Dock (site 33). More curiously it was also the site of the grave of Tom the Harbour Dog 
who died in 1870 and buried by the local community and sailors (McNee and Angus 1985, 10) (site 31). 

 
The Limekilns (site 34) were depicted on the 1830 plans by William Chapman (D/SHD 181) projecting the design of the 
harbour for the Marquis and had been proposed since his earliest plans dating to 1820. However the plans appear to show 
a shorter row of kilns and it is therefore likely that they were built in two phases. The first phase would provide lime for the 
building of the dock from 1828 and the second phase which extended the row northwards were probably built for the 
second main phase of works in 1899. Additional limekilns (site 35) appear to have been proposed from the 1820s on the 
west (landward) side of the limestone rock, but they were not shown on the Ordnance Survey maps dating to the 1850s 
(OS 1:2,500). They can however be seen on historic photographs (see plate 9) and appear to have been demolished 
c.1899 when the next phase of construction works began. The crenellations on top of the extant limekilns are a product of 
a 1980s youth opportunity scheme and have presumably been responsible for naming the kilns “the fort” by the local 
community.  
 
 
Plate 10. 1830 projected plan with limekilns Plate 11. The remaining limekilns today on both sides of 

lighthouse cliff. 

 
 

 

 
 
 
                         

                        
 

 



 

 
Plate 12. Detail of the lifeboat house plan as depicted on Hardy’s plans of c.1850. 

 
 
 

Plate 13. The lifeboat shed c.1890 Plate 14. The lifeboat shed today 

  
 

(courtesy of N.Conn) 
 
 
 
The fist lifeboat was paid for by public subscription in 1854 and named the “Friend of all Nations”. According to McNee and 
Angus (1985, 11) this was launched from a lifeboat house (site 36) on Terrace Beach as the lifeboat shed (site 37) next to 
the limekilns was not built until 1870. However the limekiln lifeboat house was already depicted on maps dating to c.1850 
(George Hardy D/SHD 199). An examination of the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map dating to 1856 however, shows that 
the lifeboat house had not been built by then  (OS1:12,500). This would suggest that the dating of George Hardy’s map is 
likely to be incorrect and should be at least ten years later. Whatever the exact dates, a relative chronology can at least be 
established of a lifeboat house on Terrace Beach, subsequently turned into a café (D. Angus pers comm.)  replaced by the 
lifeboat house next to the limekilns.  Unfortunately the launch from the limekiln lifeboat house from the slipway (site 39) 
was dry at low tide and so a new site was found in 1908 (site 38).   
 
The building today appears to have similar doors to the original ones, but the walls have since been rendered and the slate 
roof replaced with a corrugated iron one. Photographs (D. Angus collection) of the lifeboat house show that it had lost its 
slate roof by the 1970s.  
 
Other buildings were constructed around North Dock and can be seen on George Hardy’s Plans which show a Reading 
Room (site 40), and Store Rooms (site 41), on the south pier and two boiler houses on the eastern pier of North Dock (site 
50). The 1856 Ordnance Survey map shows an additional building (site 52) close to the site of the dock gates, but the map 
is too badly damaged to discern the plan form or the name. The building is shown more clearly on the second edition OS 
map dating to 1897 (1:2,500). 
 



 

   
Plate 15. Hardy’s map c.1850 showing the locations of cabins, boiler house, store rooms and reading room. 

 
 
 
 

 
Plate 16.  The former cookhouse c.1970s (site 51) 
(photo courtesy of D. Angus 
 
 Cooking was not permitted on board moored ships 
in case of fire and so cabins on the south side of the 
dock (site 51) served as a cookhouse (D. Angus pers 
comm.)  and bakehouse (N.Conn pers comm.). 
These have been demolished along with a number of 
other cabins once located in the south east corner, 
but a group survives on the south side of the dock 
basin (sites 44-47) and single cabins can be seen on 
the north side (site 42) and tacked on to the side of 
the lifeboat house.  The extant cabins are difficult to 
date given their haphazard approach to construction, 
but some still have fixtures inside such as wooden 
tables and one incorporates an earlier mooring post. 
With the exception of one located on the north wall of 
the dock and the group including the cookhouse and 
bakehouse, all depicted on Hardy’s plan of c.1850 
(site 42), they cannot be contemporary with the 
original dock, but are presumably associated with its 
later use for fishing vessels, once the coal drops fell 
out of use early in the 20th century. Indeed one of the 
cabins (site 44) has been positioned within a disused 
coal drop. Such was the demand for fishermen’s 
cabins, that one (site 43) was also located a few 
metres above ground in the former coal drop 
structure on the north side of the Dock, and only 
accessible by a ladder (N. Conn pers comm.) and 

others (site 126) lined the access road into the dock from the town (Lee Whitehead pers comm.).   
 

 
 
 



 

 
 

 
Plate 17. A collection of surviving 20th century cabins next to the coal drops (sites 44-47) 

 
The 1st edition Ordnance Survey map dating to 1856 (1:10,560 and 1:2,500) shows a growing Seaham Town with railway 
lines cutting through from Seaham Colliery and Hetton to the harbour. The docks by then consisted of North Dock and the 
Outer Harbour, South Dock and a dry harbour to the south.  The present day entrance to the site consisted of railway lines, 
an unnamed building (site 59), a coal depot (site 57), a bridge (site 55) and an Engine house (site 56). Between North and 
South Dock the land was covered with railway lines, another bridge (site 116), a coast guard station (site 60) and engine 
sheds (site 61). On the landward side of south dock was a Coal Depot (site 58), railway lines and a saw mill (site 62). A 
number of other industries had grown up to take advantage of the growing town and the transport. Close to North Dock 
was a steam mill (for corn) (site 64), sawpits (site 65) and an iron works (site 66). Many of these including the rope walk 
(site 67) and the Ship Building Yard (site 14) above the dry harbour, were directly connected to the harbour and shipping. 
A coastal road ran from the Londonderry Bottle Works and Seaham Bottle Works past the Pilot Houses toward the dry 
harbour. Railway Street ran on both sides of the railway lines in the town, passed the Fish Market and into North and 
South Dock.  
 

 
 Plate 18. OS 1:2,500 1856 showing 
the layout of the docks and 
associated structures 
 
On North Dock, the limekilns and the 
lighthouse were depicted with railway 
lines (site 70) running from the kilns to 
the Outer Harbour. Cranes were located 
at the end of the Outer Harbour (site 68) 
and on the north pier of the outer 
harbour (site 69). Here the rails which 
survive today are raised on a concrete 
bed running along the centre of the 
harbour wall, while the walls are 
scattered with mooring posts (site 109) 
and redundant bases for the former 
cranes and long lost mooring posts 
(sites 110-112).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

 
 

Plate19. OS 1:2,500 1897 
 
The harbour could only accommodate ships up to 1000 tons so 
larger ships had to go to Sunderland (McNee and Angus 1985, 7). 
This was clearly an unsatisfactory position and so further investment 
was required to complete the plans and build a larger South Dock. 
The uncertainty over how South Dock should be constructed was 
apparent from the very first plans. Chapman’s plans dating to the 
1820s and 30s, show a number of different designs for South Dock 
(plates 2 and 4) including no design at all, but simply a space for 
future development (Sunderland Antiquarian Society), presumably 
when funds were available.   The need to expand the harbour 
resulted in a number of engineers being commissioned to produce 
feasibility schemes. Plans of these various proposals can still be 
seen in the Durham Records Office (D/SHD 200, D/SHD 202) and 
while many were complex and expensive, most agreed on the need 
to retain North Dock as it was and to expand the capacity of South 
Dock.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
“I remember in the year 1890 when the Prince and Princess of Wales (afterwards King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra) 
visited Seaham, there were four steamers being repaired in what was known as the 'Dry Harbour', but this 'Dry Harbour' 
disappeared when the new South Dock, opened in 1905, was constructed. In the 'Dry Harbour' there was a gridiron for 
steamers to rest while being repaired and there was also a slipway in the south-west corner. The repairs I am speaking of 
took place in the time of Mr George HARDY, manager of the Londonderry Engine Works and Londonderry Railway”. Mr 
Moffatt’s recollections of the launch of the Linthorpe in 1889, recounted in 1947 (Story of Seaham web site) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Plate 21. View across to the lighthouse, probably c.1899-
1900 (photo courtesy of D. Angus) 

 

Plate 22. North Dock in 1898. (Photo courtesy of 
N.Conn) 
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Plate 23. Foundation stone for the 1899 
works 
 
 In 1898, the Seaham Harbour Dock Company 
was incorporated for the purpose of acquiring, 
improving and working the existing harbour and 
docks at Seaham Harbour. By the authority of 
that Act and subsequent Acts (Seaham Harbour 
Dock Act 1908; Seaham Harbour Dock Act, 
1917) the company became the owner of 
Seaham Harbour, certain docks, railways and 
other works at Seaham. The Londonderry 
Collieries Ltd. was incorporated on 31 May 1899 
for the purpose of maintaining and improving 
any docks, wharves, staiths and shipping places 
relevant to the interests of the Seaham Harbour 
Dock Company. The new company began 
works on the building of the North and South 
Piers (sites 17 and 18) and the South Dock (site 
10) in 1899 and a foundation stone (site 71) of 
this date was placed on top of the first 
foundation stone. These works were completed 
in 1905 (D/SHD 189) or 1906 (D/SHD 192 (i)). 
The new dock was built of concrete and faced 
with masonry above water level, and finished off 
with a cope of Norwegian granite (D/SHD 189). 
Hydraulic machinery for the new gates was the 
most up to date in existence. The first ship to 
formally use the harbour at South Dock was the 
SS Seaham Harbour weighing 2,500 tons. From 

then on ships up to 5000 tons could use the harbour (McNee and Angus date, 8). 
 
Not everyone made it safely into harbour. In 1875 the wooden ketch “Impel” became stranded on Black Halls rock (SMR 
6570) and a year later the barque “Excelsior” (SMR 279) was driven ashore just north of Red Acre Bay (ASUD 1998b, 63). 
The steamship “Norman” (SMR 280) was driven ashore, north of Seaham in 1881 (ASUD 1998b, 63). Presumably the 
wrecks still lie near where they fell.  
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

Plate 24. The Foundation 
Stone Laying Ceremony in 
1899 
 
The present steel lighthouse 
(site 30) was erected on the 
end of the 1400 foot long north 
pier. A tunnel (site 17) ran 
below the pier so that access to 
the lighthouse could still be 
obtained in rough weather.  A 
gate to this tunnel (or outflow) 
can still be seen at low tide on 
the south side (site 29). Iron 
grills on the pier surface (sites 
24-27) provided a flow of air 
into the surface and these still 
survive, some in poor condition. 
The pier was edged with iron 
posts, presumably linked with 
chains. The stumps for the 
posts can still be seen (site 20), 
but the only surviving area of 
chain work is to be found to the 
rear of the lighthouse (site 21). 
The original pier surface 

appears to have been of concrete, scored to give the appearance of cobbles (site 22). This would fit with the sketches 
produced by Hardy which indicate a similar surface on some of the 1850s areas (see plate 15, top left). Much of this 
survives above a layer of concrete hard core, but the surface has since been patched many times with a variety of different 
materials.  
 
 
 

          
Plate 25. The present day lighthouse                       Plate 26. Remains of railings along North Pier 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Plate 27. The original railings around the lighthouse 

 
From this date onwards, it was South Dock which was maintained, updated and repaired. Little was spent on North Dock 
and so it is North Dock which survives relatively intact as a late Georgian, early Victorian harbour.  The new layout was not 
yet reflected in the 2nd edition Ordnance Survey maps dating to 1897 (1:2,500). The layout as depicted then was that of the 
1850s with the North Dock, South Dock, Outer Harbour and Dry Harbour. The coal depot between North Dock and South 
Dock had expanded and the numbers of cranes had increased around North Dock. Mooring posts were scattered around 
the Outer Harbour and for the first time on Ordnance Survey maps, the lifeboat house was named. The customs house 
(site 75) had moved from its old location on North Terrace to the landward side of North and South Dock and the 
Londonderry Institute (site 83) had been built. In due course the custom house would move again, back to North Terrace 
by 1919 (OS 3rd edition 1:2,500). On the landward side of the lighthouse was a stockyard (site 82) by 1901, filled with 
cranes, crates, sheds and rails (photo in D. Angus collection). 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Plate 28. South Side of North Dock c.1900. 
The old bucket dredger can be seen centre 
left. In the distance, the boiler house 
chimney and other buildings can be seen. 
 
By the time of the publication of the 3rd edition 
Ordnance survey map in 1919 (1:2,500) the Dry 
Harbour had been replaced with a much 
enlarged South Dock surrounded by mooring 
posts and protected by a wave screen (site 84).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 

Plate 29. The east end of North Dock facing 
the new enlarged South Dock, date not 
known, but the boiler house has gone and 
so it must post date 1919 (photo courtesy 
of D. Angus) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Plate 30. The blocked entrances to the tunnels 
linking North and South Dock to Featherbed 
Rock  
 
The new lifeboat house, built in 1908, (site 38) was 
depicted on the enlarged Outer Harbour and the 
new North and South Piers formed an extra band 
of protection. The lighthouse at Red Acre Point 
was now disused and for the first time the tunnel 
(site 85) linking the North and South Dock was 
depicted (see plate 30). The small steam engine 
known as the “coffee pot” pulled wagons through 
the tunnel to Featherbed Rock where waste and 
shale was tipped out to sea (N Conn pers comm.). 
The “coffee pot” was also used to transport stone 
which was crushed by a crushing machine (site 
127) on the beach (it is still apparently buried there 
(Lee Whitehead pers comm.)) to an area in front of 
the limekilns where the aggregate was mixed with 
cement to form concrete blocks. These blocks 
were taken by crane along North Pier and dropped 

over the edge where the greatest amount of coastal erosion was damaging the structure on the north side 
Additional land reclamation had taken place at the Spiles, but no buildings or railway sidings were depicted there and no 
sign of the stockyard shown on earlier photographs dating to 1901 (D. Angus collection). In 1911 a third staith of steel was 
built in South Dock and in 1925 South Dock was extended southwards to form the Castlereagh extension and a further 
staith built on the west side of the extension. 
 

 
Plate 31. The old lighthouse c.1930s 
 
In 1937 the gates in South Dock were replaced 
with new steel gates and in 1938 new staithes 
were being constructed of reinforced concrete on 
the east side of the Castlereagh extension. The 
South Dock now exported 2,000,000 tons of coal 
annually from the Londonderry, South Hetton and 
other surrounding collieries.   
 
By July 1938, the only remaining parts of the 
original 1830s harbour were the old North Dock 
which was no longer in use and the two stone 
breakwaters inside the present harbour (D/SHD 
192 (i)). It is these structures which went on to be 
Listed Buildings, recognised as nationally 
important.  



 

 
 
These changes were reflected in maps published by Moncrieff in 1927 (D/SHD 191) exploring the structure of the new 
concrete staiths in the Castlereagh extension. The later OS maps dating to 1947 (OS 1:2,500) also depicted the 
Castlereagh extension, but with very few additional changes.  The crane tracks (site 116) which ran out east of Red Acre 
Point to North Pier did not appear on any maps until 1947 (OS 1:2,500). 
 
 
 

 
Plate 32. OS 1:2,500 1919 
 
 The war resulted in the construction of a battery 
on South Dock (site 89) and the steamship 
“Stewarts Court” was torpedoed 5 miles south of 
Seaham Harbour by the Germans (SMR 276). 
Another steamship “Carmarthen Coast” hit a mine 
in 1939 and sunk off the coast of Seaham, but her 
exact location is not known (SMR 283). 
 
The docks suffered a significant amount of 
damage during storms in the 1950s which 
wrecked many shipping vessels inside the dock 
possibly resulting in the loss of the gates into the 
harbour. Photographs from that time (D. Angus 
collection) show wreck washed into the tunnels 
and today a number of small boats (site 108) lie 
within the silt of North Dock basin (N. Conn pers 
comm.). Some of the sea defence works were also 
breached at the Spiles (N. Conn pers comm.). 
Storm damage exists on the east wall of the Outer 
Harbour where repairs have been made using 
sandbags (site 9), but it is not clear what date 
these repairs are. Sandbags have also been used 
to repair the opposite wave screen (site 117) on 
South Dock. The railings which ran around the 
north and west sides of the docks and which still 
survive today appear to be the original railings, 
while those of the east side are a combination of 
replacement railings, probably early 20th century in 
date and modern railings.  
By the 1970s much of the North Dock buildings 
and fixtures were no longer used and eventually 
some of the removable items of historic interest 
such as the coal drops, by now the last remaining 
coal drops in the region, and chaldrons were taken 
to Beamish Museum (SMR 856-7). 

.  
 
 
 
 
 

Plate 33. Former railway lines for cranes  
leading out to North pier shortly before being 
covered with concrete (site 116). 
 
A number of changes were made to the docks in 
the 1980s. The coastguard station (site 33) on 
Lighthouse Cliff was demolished in the late 1970s 
or early 80s (N Conn pers comm.). The former 
Dock Offices (site 94), at the present approach to 
the harbour were built in the 1980s and replaced 
an earlier building. They are now used by Sure 
Start. Around 1987 a youth opportunity 
programme made a number of “improvements” to 
the dock area including the provision of a seating 
area (site 118) overlooking North Dock, some 
cobbling of the ground surface on the approach 
road and the curious crenellations above the 
limekilns. They also provided steps up to the 
viewing area on top of the limekilns. Also in the 
1980s the tunnels (site 85) joining North and 



 

South Docks were partly filled in and the entrances blocked (N Conn pers comm.).  The area now known as the “spiles” 
(from the word used to describe wooden piles, stakes or splinters (Griffiths 2004, 148)) was extended and sea defence 
boulders added. The boiler house on the east side of North Dock had probably acted as a wave screen and protected 
North Dock from the full effects of storms. However once it was no longer there the docks suffered the full effects of waves 
crashing over the surface. To reduce the impact of these storms a modern wave screen with seating was built close to the 
site of the boiler house in the late 70s or early 80s.  
 
 
 
CULTURAL VALUE  
 

Plate34.Start of the trimmers shovel race 
c.1890s (photo courtesy of D. Angus) 
 
From the very beginning, North Dock was 
used by the local community with thousands 
attending the stone laying ceremonies in 
1828 and 1899. It clearly had a strong social 
as well as an economic function. In 1880 the 
Swimming Club was founded by a Chemist 
on Church Street, Mr J.T.Wightman and Dr 
T Gibbon. Members were allowed to bathe 
in the outer basin, or from the old north pier, 
which being built in “steps and stairs” was 
ideal. Some hardy souls bathed all year 
round changing by the light of a carriage 
candle stuck on a sheltered ledge, or in the 
boiler fireholes (McNee and Angus date, 
44). Annual regattas were held throughout 
the 1880s and early 1890s including coble 
sailing races, canoe races and shovel races, 
but accidents to participants and spectators 
alike meant that the events were 

discontinued after the 1890s (ibid, 44).  
 
Swimming however continued and in 1907, after the May morning swim, the first May morning breakfast was inaugurated 
in Mrs Crawford’s Londonderry Café and the Gibbon Cup presented to the youngest member to swim 30 yards (ibid 44). 
Some cabins to the east of the present day limekilns were known as the “old swimming huts” (N. Conn pers comm.) which 
provided changing rooms; one for men and one for women (D. Angus pers comm.) and fixtures present on the pier today 
secured two temporary diving boards which were stored away after a days swimming. The swimming club was not 
disbanded until the 1970s (N. Conn pers comm.), but today, the sloping beach between the north pier and the inner wave 
screen is still the source of many fond memories for the people of Seaham. Can there be an adult resident alive who did 
not learn to swim here with a rope and belt tied around their waist?    
 
 
 
 

Plate 35 and 36. Diving board fixtures (N. Conn pers comm.) 
 

  
 
 
 

In 1912 the Seaham Angling Club was founded following the construction of North Pier with membership at its peak of 800 
immediately following the Second World War and at its lowest when access to the piers was denied in 2001/02 (N. Conn 
pers comm.).  The Seaham Sub Aqua Club was founded in 1976 and has an average of 40 members whose main interest 
is diving wrecks up to 20 miles out to sea (N. Conn pers comm).  
 
Sir Henry Hardinge thinks that the new town is “admirably situated for a bathing place”.  Taken from a letter to Lord 
Londonderry from Buddle, August 1823 (Hughes 1965, 460) 



 

 
The coastline near Seaham has produced a number of prehistoric lithic scatters. Lithic scatters are usually flint tools or 
waste fragments left behind after tool production. Such fragmentary remains of a distant past are often all that survives of 
communities who lived in the area between 6,500 and 4000 years ago. The greatest concentration of such finds is to be 
found close to the denes, and it may be that the construction of North Dock disturbed prehistoric flint scatters which went 
unnoticed. The discovery of such small finds is often not well recorded - accounts are usually vague and the finds and their 
locations poorly recorded (SMR 46, 227,228).  
 
There are other tantalising accounts of antiquarian discoveries of human remains within the vicinity of Seaham. The lack of 
information about these discoveries usually means that there is insufficient evidence to allocate a date, however some may 
well be prehistoric. Human remains were dug up in 1901 at what was described as a “mound burial place” near the old 
town at Seaham (NMR NZ 42 SW 5). The precise location is unknown, but a burial beneath a mound may be Bronze Age 
in date. However other burials from this area date to Anglo-Saxon times and so the dating must remain tentative. 
 
Another account from 1816 recalls the discovery of a human skull in a crevice in the rocks on the coast along with animal 
and bird bones (NMR NZ 45 SW 7). How they came to be placed here has been lost in the mists of time. The rather 
strange site of two human leg bones (HER 5225) protruding out of out of the cliff face at Ryhope is not altogether 
uncommon on the coast, but quite impossible to date without associated artefacts. A cave in the limestone cliffs in Ryhope 
Dene (NMR NZ 35 SE 4) may have a tragic story to tell. In the early 1860s the remains of 7 human skeletons were found 
along with animal bones. The skeletons lay on their sides, 5 males, 1 female and a child. One source referred to 
periwinkles and limpet shells in the cave earth. No information on how and when they came to rest here has ever been 
found. However other cave burials have been found in the county at Bishop Middleham (SMR  1125) and Ferryhill (SMR 
254) and are tentatively dated to the late Bronze Age or early Iron Age. 
 
 
 
ROMAN PERIOD (AD 43- 410) 
 
There are a surprising number of Roman finds from around Seaham, but as yet no definitive Roman site from which they 
may have been derived. The density of Roman finds from the area has led to speculation that there might be a Roman 
signal station near Seaham, or indeed that the defensive structures associated with Hadrian’s Wall may well have 
continued down the east coast in order to protect access to the Roman supply station at South Shields (Dobson 1970, 35-
6). Roman coins (HER 267) have been found at Ryhope Bridge, although there is no accurate location information, nor is 
there a more detailed date for the coins. In 1931 three pottery vessels of Roman date (HER 229) were found during 
quarrying for sand and gravel north of Ryhope Dene. The density of Roman discoveries increases towards Seaham, where 
a burial containing Roman artefacts has been found and several Roman coins (NMR 45 SW 3) ploughed up south of the 
former colliery. The church of St Mary’s allegedly has Roman masonry incorporated into it (NMR NZ 45 SW 2), but no 
clues as to where the Roman building might have been located which provided the quarry material. However the 
assignment of a Roman date to the masonry is based on no more than the quality of the dressed stone and it is therefore 
just as likely that the masonry is early medieval. The greatest concentration of finds come from the south side of Seaham 
and include quern stones, Samian pottery from Gaul and a coin hoard from the west side of Seaham. There has been 
much speculation regarding the existence of a Roman signal station at Seaham which may be responsible for the higher 
than average density of Roman finds. However there is no direct evidence for such a site. One possible candidate for the 
location of a signal station is Beacon Hill north of Easington Colliery, which is in a prominent location (ASUD 1998b, 13). 
However given the loss of coastline in this area, it seems far more likely that any Roman structure has been lost to the sea.  
 
The distribution of these Roman finds may simply be a result of Roman period farmers purchasing Roman goods from 
military forts and settlements elsewhere in the area and bringing them to their farms on the coastal fringe. If so, where 
were these farms? The fertile soils of the coast have attracted farmers for thousands of years and as a result any early 
farmsteads are likely to have been destroyed or damaged by ploughing. In some areas, such sites will still be visible as 
cropmarks using aerial photography, but this stretch of limestone cliffs gives notoriously poor results from aerial 
photography and other remote sensing techniques such as geophysical survey. Further, the extensive use of this coastal 
strip for quarrying and landfill and the growth of Seaham means that the survival of settlement remains is extremely 
unlikely and if they do exist, their discovery would result from accidental exposure rather than targeted research.  
 
 
EARLY MEDIEVAL (5th century – 1066) 
 
The headland near St Mary’s Church at Seaham has been the subject of archaeological investigation for some years. The 
church itself has a number of architectural features, which can be dated to Anglo-Saxon times. Excavations in 1997 and 
1999 uncovered an Anglo-Saxon burial site, dating to between 660 and 880 AD. The earlier references to burial mounds 
NMR NZ 42 SW 5) in this area may imply that the site was used over a far longer period of time. It is clear therefore that 
Old Seaham has its origins in early medieval times at least; indeed the village may have existed since the 7th century and 
been a Christian farming community in origin. Seaham was first mentioned in historical sources in a land grant by the 
Anglo-Saxon king Athelstane to the church of St Cuthbert in AD 933. The name most likely refers to the “ham” (small 
village) by the sea.  
 
MEDIEVAL (1066-1540) 
 
Medieval settlement in the vicinity of the area included Old Seaham (SMR 4612), Ryhope, Old Burdon (SMR 7714) and 
Dalden Tower (SMR 2503). The villages had evolved into larger medieval communities when Old Seaham functioned as a 
parish and estate centre.  
 



 

 
POST MEDIEVAL (1540-17th century) 
 
It was from post medieval times that human activity started to create a greater impact on this landscape. The settlement 
and landscape were still predominantly agricultural in character. The estates at Seaham were purchased by the Milbanke 
family in 1678. By 1779 the Milbanke’s were staying in a cottage when they made their occasional visits to the estate 
(www.seaham.i12.com/sos/build-hall.html (The building of Seaham Hall from the diary of Judith Milbanke)). It is not clear if 
this cottage was the forerunner of Seaham Hall, but there is evidence that a more humble building existed on site before 
the Hall was built and that it was incorporated into the newly built Hall in 1791 (Pevsner 1990, 399 and SMR D5053). 
According to Robins (1998, 2) the Hall occupied the site of the old manor house and the village inn. Some alterations took 
place at St Mary’s Church in the 16th century (NMR NZ 45 SW2).  
 
 
18-19TH CENTURIES 

 
The 18th century was generally a period of growing wealth, land enclosure and new building. The first major expansion at 
Seaham Hall took place converting it into a country house for Sir Ralph Milbanke in 1791.  The settlement pattern 
consisted of small villages such as Ryhope and Seaham and scattered farmsteads linked with narrow roads, including two 
farms at Dalden Ness. While the 18th century landscape was still predominantly rural and agricultural the 19th century saw 
greater changes. Some coal shafts and trial shafts had been sunk in the wider area (OS 1861 1:10560). Although coal had 
been exploited elsewhere in the north east from medieval times, in this area of the Durham coast, a thick layer of 
Magnesian Limestone overlay the coal measures making access difficult until the 1820s (Atkinson, 1989, 13). In an area 
with an abundant supply of limestone, limestone quarries and limekilns were constructed for land improvement and to 
provide lime for the many new building projects which were taking place (OS 1856 1:10,560). 
 
The Milbanke’s sold Seaham to Charles Stewart, the 3rd Marquess of Londonderry and his coal heiress wife Frances Vane 
Tempest in 1821. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
Figure 1. Sites within and adjacent to North Dock, Seaham. Mooring posts have been excluded for clarity.   
Map based upon Ordnance Survey material with permission of Ordnance Survey on behalf of the Controller of Her 
Majesty’s Stationary Office. Unauthorised reproduction infringes copyright and may lead to prosecution or proceedings. 
District of Easington LA 100019066. 
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