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The sheet sizes and Delamere sheet lines
of the one-inch Old Series

Richard Oliver
An Ordnance Survey problem which was of continuing interest to the late Brian Adams and
which he was only partly able to elucidate was the geodetic basis of the one-inch (1:63,360)
Old Series. His most important published work on the subject, ‘Parallel to the Meridian of
Butterton Hill – do I laugh or cry?’, was written in 1993, and provided a plausible ‘solution’
for the earlier sheets to be published, up to 1824-5.1 However, it certainly did not report all
his thoughts and discoveries, and the writing of the present essay is partly prompted by the
discovery in his papers of an unpublished note, ‘Delamere update’, dated 31 August 1993.2 A
secondary reason is the desirability of exploring some less-known aspects of Old Series sheet
lines in advance of writing about the ‘lost’ survey of south-west Scotland of 1819-28.

A caution must be voiced at the outset. Much of this article is conjecture, and sometimes
conjecture built upon conjecture; it is often not as empirically based as was Brian Adams’s
work and, whilst it seeks both to explore areas which he did not write about, and to exploit a
discovery of his which has not been published explicitly hitherto, readers must not expect
work of his thoroughness and quality. I am a historian; I am not mathematician.3 Indeed, I
hope that apparent imperfections and improbabilities will inspire some mathematically-
minded reader to take up where Brian Adams left off.

What is known about the construction of the Old Series
In summary: no-one has ever doubted that published Old Series sheets 91-110 were laid out on
the origin of Delamere in Cheshire (latitude 53 13' 17".274 N, longitude 2 41' 03".562 W),
but the origins (no-one has ever suggested that there was just the one) of sheets 1-90 are
more problematic. Brian’s findings in his ‘Butterton’ article were that: sheets 1-9, 47-52, 64-
70 and 83-86 were constructed on the Greenwich meridian (0), sheets 20-33 were laid out
on the meridian of 3 west, sheet 10 was on that of 1 east, the eastern sheet lines of the
vertical column of sheets from 11 to 87 were related to 0, and the western sheet lines of
sheets 17-19 were related to 3 west. The remaining sheets were more complicated, with the
possibility of further origins being used, and no ‘answer’ was offered. Whereas the two
groups using 0 and 3 west have sheet lines which consistently form right-angles at the
corners, this is not always so for some of the other sheets. (The basic layout of the Old Series
sheets as first published are shown in Figure 1.)

1 Brian Adams, ‘Parallel to the Meridian of Butterton Hill – do I laugh or cry?’, Sheetlines 38 (1994), 15-19; reprinted
in Brian Adams, Projections and origins London: Charles Close Society, 2006, 48-42. I use the date ‘1824-5’
advisedly as, though ‘Part X’ of the Old Series, the eight sheets covering Lincolnshire, is dated March 1824, the maps
were only ready for sale about a year later: see Introductory essay by J B Harley in Harry Margary, The Old Series
Ordnance Survey maps of England and Wales, Volume 5, Lympne: Harry Margary, 1987, xxvi-xxvii.

2 ‘B.W.A.’, ‘Delamere update’, unpublished typescript, 31 August 1993, prepared for Yolande Hodson: copy in Charles
Close Society archive at Cambridge University Library (330/1/1) [i.e. box 330, piece 1/1]; photocopy in writer’s
possession.

3 Mathematics: CSE grade 1 and ‘O’-level grade 5 [the latter with the assistance of the formula for quadratic equations
written on my shirt cuff], 1971; History: ‘A’-level grade B, 1973, B.A.Hons. II.i 1981 and D.Phil., 1986, both at
University of Sussex.
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