
The aim of this project is to increase long-term historical sea level time 
series by scanning hand written ledgers of tidal measurements stretching 
back to 1853 and digitising historic paper charts, plotted by tide gauge 
instruments that measured sea level at various sites around the UK coast. 
We hope to create ~160 site years of digitised chart data from 22 sites and 
scan ledgers totalling ~500 years from 14 sites. These records are currently 
held in the archive of the British Oceanographic Data Centre (BODC) and we 
will make them available to the wider community.

some more interesting uses of tide gauge datafrom analogue...

history of tide gauge
measurements in the UK

citizen science: power to the people

Rescue of historical UK sea level charts and ledgers
Elizabeth Bradshaw, Jenny Andrew, and Lesley Rickards

British Oceanographic Data Centre, Liverpool, United Kingdom (elizb@bodc.ac.uk)
www.historicsealevel.wordpress.com
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Liverpool ONE's tidal pavement - the fountains vary to 
represent the height of the tide, over the period of a 
month.

“Tidal Datums” table by Adrien Segal.
 ( ). The table's design incorporates 
historic tide gauge data from San Francisco.

Tide gauge data from Venice, turned into music, Marty 
Quinn, Design Rhythmics Sonification Research Lab 
( ).

Hopefully someone will find an equally exciting new use 
for the historic tide gauge data we have digitised.

www.adriensegal.com

www.drsrl.com

The tide gauge at Sheerness was the 
first self-registering tide gauge to 
actually record data. It was 
constructed by J. Mitchell, a civil 
engineer. The earliest tide gauge 
data we have in our archive comes 
from this gauge.

The historical ledgers are being scanned and will be 
stored as image files.

We are looking into the possibility of doing a citizen 
science project to extract the numbers from the ledgers.

...to digital
We screen the 
series, looking for 
spikes, gaps, timing 
errors and datum 
shifts.

The data will be 
available on our 
website.

Tilbury paper chart Tilbury digitised data

Spikes Timing error Datum shift

The charts have been digitised at 
15 minute intervals and checked 
with tide gauge log sheets.

With the Fifth Assessment Report of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) currently 
underway, recovering long-term 
climate records is becoming ever 
more important. There is global 
demand for making such data freely 
available. Long-term sea level 
records, as well as being used in 
climate studies (sea level rise), are 
also used in oceanography (ocean 
currents, tides, surges), geodesy 
(national datum), geophysics and 
geology (coastal land movements) 
as well as various other disciplines. 

project summary

found film footage
Historical films found in our archive were 
digitised by a museum facility. The films are a 
mixture of documentary and scientific footage, 
mostly relating to tides and the installation of 
tide gauges. We are using them in the production 
of online educational resources.

The digitisation of the charts and scanning of 
the ledgers has been funded through the JISC 
Content programme 2011-13
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