
Screw Thread Identification 

There is often a need to identify a screw thread so that the 

corresponding nut (or screw) can be obtained or possibly the appropriate 

tap or die purchased to allow the manufacture of an item. There are 

various ways to do this: 

Comparison – This is basically checking the identity of an unknown item 

such e.g. a nut against an item of known identity such as a labelled pack 

of screws or possibly a tap which has the thread identity marked on the 

side. For identifying female threads of the sizes normally used by 

modellers, this is the only method possible. However male threads can 

be identified by measurement and comparison with thread data charts.  

Measurement – This involves obtaining two measurements as follows:  

• Major Diameter – This is the diameter measured over the top of 

the threads and is always slightly less than the Nominal Diameter 

which is just used for identification purposes. For example, using a 

M4 thread (typically used on model boat prop shafts). The `M’ 

prefix means Metric and the `4’ means a Nominal Diameter of 4 

mm. However, a measurement taken over the top of the threads 

(Major Diameter) will give about 3.9 mm. 

 

• The equipment needed to take this measurement is either a 

micrometer (0 to 25 mm or 0 to 1 inch) OR a digital caliper (0 to 

150 mm or 0 to 6 inch). I personally prefer the latter,and at the 

press of a button the “reading” can be flipped from Imperial to 

Metric. This example – just under £10 from Lidl.

 

 



• Thread Pitch – This involves checking the pitch of the screw that 

you are endeavouring to identify against a Pitch Gauge. The term 

“pitch” is simply the distance between a point on one thread to the 

corresponding point on the adjoining thread. 

 

• The equipment needed (Pitch Gauges) are available in Metric and 

Imperial (usually now in a combined set). They are basically a set 

of thread profiles which are held against the thread to achieve a 

correct match. For Metric threads the pitch is defined in millimetres 

but for Imperial threads the pitch is defined in Threads Per Inch 

(TPI)  

 

NB – The Imperial range is often identified as “Whitworth”, which is the 

thread form. Typically, a set costs about £5 to £6 

 

So once you have obtained the Major Diameter and Pitch for your 

“unknown thread” next comes the task of comparing this information with 

thread data charts. The internet is one source for this information but for 

a quick reference in the workshop I recommend a set of Zeus Tables. 

About £6 to purchase. 

 



It should be noted that the list of thread types is pretty well endless. 

Certainly the Zeus Tables will list most that a modeller is likely to 

encounter but two others worth taking into consideration are British 

Association (BA) and Model Engineer (ME) threads. The BA system was 

in common use in the pre Metric days for small diameter threads below 

¼ inch. They are a bit of an oddity as the `pitch’ dimension of a BA 

thread does not follow the normal convention of either Metric or Imperial 

threads. 

BA Threads 

 

 

Most organisations tended to use just the even numbers i.e. 0, 2, 4 BA 

etc. However, the good old Royal Navy and I think what was Post Office 

Telephones (later British Telecom) opted for the odd numbers i.e. 1, 3, 5 

BA etc. 

  



M E Threads 

 

 

Metric Thread System – Like it or loathe it the Metric system is here to 

stay, especially with more and more bits and bobs used by modellers 

originating from China. For that reason here are some basic facts: 

• Preferred Sizes – As with all thread systems some sizes 

(diameters) are preferred and some non-preferred. For example, in 

the range between M4 and M12, the following are non-preferred 

M7, M9 and M11, which means that obtaining a nut or screw in 

those sizes is unlikely.  

 

• Thread Pitch – For each of the preferred sizes there is normally a 

range of three different pitches available which could be termed as 

Coarse, Medium and Fine. Using an M10 thread as an example, 

the three pitches available are 1.5, 1.25 and 1.00. The normal (or 

standard) thread is always the Coarse pitch, and the convention is 

that if it is the standard thread the it is just defined as M10. So if 

you go into Wickes or B&Q and see a pack of M10 nuts, the thread 

is actually M10 X1.5. The other pitches in the M10 range are M10 

X 1.25 and M10 X 1.0. Where applicable e.g. on an engineering 

drawing, the full thread description is defined e.g. M10 X1.25.  

  



Finally – There are examples where two different threads are very close 

with regard to both Major Diameter and Pitch with M6 and 0BA being a 

good example. These are identical in both Major Diameter and Pitch but 

have different thread profiles. For modelling purposes, it is perfectly 

reasonable to `clean-out’ one thread to suit the other. The easiest way is 

to run a tap through the nut to match the thread on the screw. 
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