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PREFACE

MAPS

OUT OF THE ARCHIVES


Our aim in authoring this book was to share more widely some of the remarkable maps and plans here at The National Archives, and to relate some of the extraordinary tales that lie behind them. For the first edition, we selected 100 maps from among the many possibilities, covering a broad range of dates, places, and contexts.

This second edition is revised and expanded, with a new chapter to showcase architectural drawings. While many maps show buildings as features in the landscape, we also detail some fascinating plans, including our earliest – recently researched and now dated to the 13th or 14th century. Since the first edition was produced, material analysis in revealing pigments and painting techniques has given us new insights into how manuscript maps were made. Research continues, as proven in a newly found map in the Sturmer Mere story.

These maps and plans are not a representative sample but chosen to convey something of the diversity of these records in the archives. We have arranged them into nine themed chapters, although many of our choices could have fitted more than one theme and there are many overlaps in subject matter between maps in different chapters.

We have then placed the maps in their historical and documentary context, as part of the official government archives of the United Kingdom. This is to some extent our personal view of them, and we hope that you will enjoy looking at – and reading about – our maps in your own way as much as we have enjoyed writing about them in ours.

Rose Mitchell, map archivist

with

Andrew Janes, head of archival practice and data curation

Kew, London, 2025
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INTRODUCTION

MAPS

FOR EVERYONE


There is an old saying that every picture tells a story. We believe that this is even truer of maps than of ordinary pictures. Maps capture and convey knowledge and ideas about places succinctly. It is often easier and more intuitive to make sense of spatial relationships visually from a map than from a description in words alone. Maps also incorporate different layers of meaning. As well as geographical information, such as the layout of a city or a piece of land, they often communicate in more subtle ways, such as through their decoration.

Although most people can recognise a map when they see one, scholars of cartography disagree about exactly what the defining characteristics of maps are. It is generally accepted, however, that maps are not completely realistic in the way that photographs are. Instead they represent places selectively and symbolically. They are not always drawn accurately to scale, nor do they invariably portray real places. Not everything that is map-like is necessarily called a map. Maps of smaller areas are often called plans, and maps of the sea or the air are properly called charts. Whatever we choose to call them, maps are in essence a means of understanding places and making sense of the world.

Old maps are a form of historical evidence that offer a distinctive perspective on the past. They reveal much about the relationships between places and people, and they reflect the values, preoccupations and world views of their creators and the context from which they originally emerged. Some maps show how people have left their mark on the environment, by developing land for houses, farming or mining, or simply by travelling from place to place. They may record disputes over land – whether between the inhabitants of neighbouring cottages or the governments of neighbouring countries – and how they were resolved. Other maps reflect the history of how people have explored the world and the discoveries that they have made. They portray how places and landscapes have been owned, settled, exploited, attacked and defended, and how empires rose and fell. We can also enjoy and appreciate maps for their own sake, because they are intrinsically interesting in themselves.
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NUCLEAR NATION: This 1950s poster expressing pride in British scientific achievement includes a map as part of its overall design.
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WHICH WAY IS UP? Compass indicators like this one are decorative features with a practical purpose.
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MAPPING THE BOUNDARIES: Simple lines on a map can matter a great deal to the people affected by their equivalent on the ground. This example shows the new boundaries of Turkey, agreed under the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923.



Our map collection at The National Archives is one of the finest and most remarkable in the world. It is also one of the largest, containing more than six million maps and similar items, such as topographical views and architectural drawings. To describe it as a ‘collection’ is actually something of a misnomer, because our maps are treated not as a separate entity but as an integral part of the archives. They often accompany and illustrate documents, such as letters or reports, to which they may be intellectually (and sometimes physically attached). Information from these related records helps us to interpret the maps and to understand the stories that lie behind them.

Just like the other historical records in the archives, the maps now in our care were created or used by the government of the United Kingdom. They illustrate the great themes of history from the British perspective, as well as day-to-day administration at home and overseas. The government has needed maps most commonly in relation to warfare and defence, international relations, diplomacy, and the impact of the state on the physical environment, but it has used maps for many other purposes too. From the assertion of land ownership to the determination of boundaries, and from tax assessment to the administration of justice, maps have made history by influencing government decisions, both great and small.

Our maps show every corner of the British Isles and places all around the globe. Their geographical spread reflects the British government’s strategic, political and administrative interests and priorities. For instance, we have many more maps of Guyana, which was formerly a British colony, than we do of Paraguay, which has few historical ties to Britain. Even within the United Kingdom, certain places – such as Crown Estate land and important naval bases – are represented more frequently than others. Coverage is equally uneven in terms of date. Although the oldest of our maps were drawn during the 14th century, the vast majority date from the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries. Many areas of the world – including some parts of England – were not mapped accurately in detail until the 19th century, or – in some instances – even more recently.
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PICTURE THIS: Some maps are very abstract and others more pictorial. This view of Walland Marsh in Sussex, probably drawn in 1536, has as much in common with a painting as it does with a modern map.
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PAPER LANDSCAPE: Fort Albert and its surroundings on the tiny Channel Island of Alderney come vividly to life in this hand-drawn map dating from 1869.



The mapmakers whose work is found in the archives were exceptionally diverse. Many were professional surveyors, cartographers or printers, some employed by the government itself (either as civilians or in the armed services) and others working for commercial enterprises. Maps were also drawn by amateurs, such as British officials or travellers overseas. Some of the maps included were created by people from other countries who came into contact with British colonists, diplomats or explorers.

The maps themselves are no less varied than their makers and the places that they portray. Some are colourful and imaginative, others quite plain. Very many are unique, either because they are original manuscript creations or because they are printed items annotated by hand. Manuscript and printed maps co-exist among our records from the 16th century onwards. Even in the 20th century, maps were still sometimes entirely hand-drawn where few or no additional copies would be required. It became increasingly common, however, for the government to amend or customise an existing published map – often one produced by its own Ordnance Survey or armed forces – in preference to creating an entirely new one.

Although the archives were accumulated by the government of the United Kingdom, they include far more than just the stories of the powerful and the governing elite. Our records encompass a broad variety of human experience, from great events to the challenges and achievements of everyday life. They also contain the histories of longer-term forces, such as social and political change, and the evolution of the landscape. These are the stories of people and places throughout Britain and the world, and they are also the stories of our maps.
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UNIQUE ADDITIONS: This Ordnance Survey map was annotated as part of the Valuation Office survey, carried out in England and Wales shortly before the First World War. These records are particularly popular with genealogists and local history researchers.
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DECORATIVE TOUCH: Fish and seashells adorn this cartouche from an 18th-century estate map. Many landowners valued maps as much for their beauty and prestige as for their utility.







 



CHAPTER ONE

EARLY

MAPS


Maps from earlier times are different from the kind of maps we are familiar with today. In this chapter we explore a selection that illustrates the diversity of maps from the 15th century to the 17th century, and some of the reasons why they were made. Most of these maps were manuscript, drawn before more standardised printed maps became common. They are often colourful and provide highly individual views of places, buildings, plant life and coastlines, before the genre of British landscape painting had begun. Sometimes mapmakers tried to show hypothetical places, such as a posited southern continent of the same size as the Arctic, and the map even shows the outer edges of the heavens.

Maps gradually became accepted as a useful and attractive way to present viewpoints, knowledge and information. The oldest maps in the archives date from the 14th century, but maps were relatively rare until the 16th century. The archives holds seven maps and one chart dated before 1500. Two of these maps are included in this chapter, showing medieval landscapes in Surrey and Yorkshire. The number of maps produced increases to about 75 for 1500–1550, doubled for 1550–1580, and with perhaps 200 further maps for 1580–1600 when mapmaking became more widespread.

Why did people start making and using maps? From the early 16th century, maps began to be increasingly appreciated and used for diplomacy, defence and government administration. Map use in law courts was encouraged after a map affected the verdict in a case in 1515. Influential individuals, such as the statesman Lord Burghley, saw the importance of maps and helped to make them common currency at the court of Elizabeth I. The visual nature of maps was especially helpful in conveying information about far-off places, when planning military campaigns abroad, colonising, and for an overview of foreign states, especially those which were likely to be a threat to England. See, for instance, the French administrative map here, used for military intelligence.
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WOLVES, RABBITS AND WILD MEN: A scene in the hills above Portrush peninsula, County Antrim, Ireland in 1580.
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CASTLE IN THE SAND: Camber Castle near Rye, Sussex (see here).
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LAKELAND FELLS: Dynamic depiction of hills surrounding the river valley and hamlet of Sadgill, Westmorland, drawn for a court case in 1578.



Early maps were usually made for a specific purpose, by hand, when needed. They dealt with a particular issue where multiple copies were not required, or with secret matters such as defence where they were for the eyes of the ruling elite alone. What is shown is selective, chosen to reflect a map’s purpose. Some maps reveal little of their surroundings, while we might wish that the map of Cheam’s common fields (here) could show more of the nearby palace. Maps drawn for opposing parties in a legal case may show very different views of the same land. This limited focus on the matter in hand resulted in maps of small places such as remote moorlands but fewer of towns, regions or the whole country.

The success of early maps was measured by the extent to which they achieved their purpose, rather than their accuracy in the modern sense. They may not be drawn to scale, and the mapmaker might even emphasise important features by portraying them disproportionately larger than their true size. Some maps are rough sketches, others in pictorial style. They might be drawn to make best use of the piece of parchment or paper, and so north may not be at the top. We may need to look at related documents to interpret a map, to tell us who made it, when, why, and what happened to it next – questions that early maps often do not answer in themselves.

If reading early maps requires skill and a fresh mind, it also offers us a window on the world of centuries past. It can be fascinating to glimpse lost palaces and castles, long-fallen ancient crosses and deserted villages, in a landscape often vastly changed from the one we see now. Until the last quarter of the 16th century, mapmaking was an activity to which any educated man might turn his hand, with no particular training in cartography but a knowledge of the place that he drew. Mapmakers used their creativity to express the point of the map, and added embellishments in the form of animals, monsters and ships. Their maps were made in a profusion of styles, shapes and colours.

The rise of a class of professional surveyors using new techniques and survey instruments brought a new era of mathematically constructed work. These men were working to commission and needed to please their employers by conjuring for them ‘the place in one’s hand’. To advertise their skills, they included scale bars and compass indicators, and titled their creations to explain what they showed and why they were made. Although these new cartographic skills were not employed consistently, this period transformed the art of making maps towards the kind we know today.
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A TRUE AND PERFECTE PLATTE: Manuscript maps were usually called plattes during the 16th century.
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GALLEONS IN ACTION: These ships in full sail with cannons ablaze are drawn in the sea on a map of Ireland (see here).







 


View from a medieval monastery CHERTSEY ABBEY, SURREY, ENGLAND, c.1430

WHY MAKE A MAP? In the Middle Ages, reading and writing were rare skills and largely the preserve of monks, who carefully kept copies of important documents, such as charters and deeds about their monastery’s estate, bound together in a volume called a cartulary. Maps such as this one began to be made, as a different and effective way of showing ownership and rights over land.

After the Benedictine abbey at Chertsey was involved in a property dispute in the 1420s, the monks left an account for future custodians of the Abbey about its claims and where the lands in question lay. This map was drawn in the cartulary to illustrate points made in their text, and readily conveys important features in the case. The wisdom of the monks in creating this record against future need was borne out when the cartulary was called as evidence in later times; a note on the flyleaf states that it was deposited in the Exchequer Court in 1637.

The dispute was about grazing rights on the Abbey’s pastures and meadows at certain times of the year, claimed by some of the tenants for longer than the Abbey allowed. The map notes the size and names of these low-lying fields, prone to flooding, and forming an island enclosed by the River Thames. A smaller waterway cut across the land, dug by the monks to drive the Abbey’s water mills. The fields are drawn fairly conventionally in plan, and the other features of the map are in their appropriate position in relation to each other, although not to a consistent scale.
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SEAL OF CHERTSEY ABBEY: This 11th century depiction of the Abbey church on its seal shows a building that differs in detail from that on the map.



The map has the quality of a picture, especially in the way it shows buildings: houses in the village of Laleham across the river, the large barn above the church in which grain from the fields would have been stored, and two mills to its right, on either side of the river, in which grain was ground. The far mill’s wheel is drawn facing the viewer, while just the top of the wheel of the near mill is visible. The Abbey’s cluster of buildings is shown by an elevation of its church, with lit interior and open door, and drawn disproportionately large, as if to emphasise the map’s provenance, as the church itself must have towered over the flat landscape.

The colours on this map have kept their brightness across more than half a millennium, through being kept in the dark, enclosed in the cartulary. The red tile roofs sing out against the grey lead of the church roof, the blue waterways, green vegetation, and the wood of Chertsey Bridge on the right. It must have seemed to the monastic mapmaker that the landscape he drew, dominated by the church materially and socially, was set to last forever. Yet the church he knew would be swept away in the next century by Henry VIII’s Dissolution of the Monasteries, leaving this map, as with so many others in the
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DOMESDAY RECORD: The entry for Chertsey Abbey in the Domesday Book of 1086 shows that it had extensive estates.
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		A swamp in time: South Altamaha River, Georgia, United States of America, 1771



		Towards a national survey: Sussex, England, 1778



		‘Low Land’: Basse-Terre, Guadeloupe, 1793 Low



		Escape plan: Dartmoor, Devon, England, 1812



		The obelisk, the pheasantry and the blacksmith: Boconnoc, Cornwall, England, 1838



		A-hunting we will go: Campo de Gibraltar, Spain, 1873



		Seats with a view: British Isles, 1899











		THEATRES OF WAR: MILITARY MAPS



		Saints and sinners: Saint-Denis, France, 1567



		A siege and a spy: Neuhäusel (Nové Zámky), Kingdom of Hungary, 1663



		George Washington – surveyor: Eastern Ohio Country, United States of America, 1753–1754



		‘The best fort in America’: Niagara, 1759 The



		Balloon debate: Brest, France, c.1800



		‘Forward, the Light Brigade!’: Balaklava, Russian Empire, 1854 Forward,



		Ambush at the ford: Mangapiko Stream, Waikato, New Zealand, 1864



		Trench warfare: Environs of Beaumont-Hamel and Serre, France, 1916



		Contours of conflict: Environs of Bulaybil, Transjordan, 1918



		The escapee’s most important accessory’: Germany and neighbours, c.1940–1942



		Neptune comes ashore: English Channel, 1944



		A new type of weapon: Nagasaki, Japan, 1945











		CHARTING THE SEAS



		A medieval mariner’s compass: Eastern Mediterranean and Black Sea, 14th century



		Confined to cabin: Cadiz, Spain, 1587



		The dowry of a queen: Tangier, Morocco, 1675



		Seas of the midnight sun: Arctic Ocean, c.1675



		‘Where ye Fire & Smoake cometh out’: Vesuvius, Bay of Naples, Italy, 1678



		A shocking shipwreck: Isles of Scilly, England, 1707



		Coffee with sugar: a captured French captain’s map: Martinique, 1757



		Sailing Wolfe to Quebec: St Lawrence River, New France, 1759



		Discoveries of the Resolution: Southern hemisphere, 1772–1775



		After the mutiny: Bligh’s Islands, Fiji, c.1790



		Battles of the Nile: Aboukir and Alexandria, Egypt, c.1800, 1840



		White on white: Parry Channel, the North-West Passage, 1819–1820



		Gates to St Petersburg: Kronstadt, Russia, 1851











		NEW WORLDS: EXPLORATION AND EMPIRE



		Land of great red grapes: the lost colony of Roanoke, United States of America, c.1585



		Elephant and castle: West Africa, c.1680



		‘Journey to the Five Indian Nations’: Iroquois Country, 1700



		‘An Indian a Hunting’: Carolina, United States of America c.1721



		Rescued by Indians: Georgia and Alabama, United States of America, 1757



		Wildlife on the border: Lake Champlain, Canada and United States of America, 1767



		Kidnap, kauri trees and the underworld: New Zealand, 1793



		Kangaroo and campfire: King George Sound, Western Australia, 1833



		‘No white man had ever traversed the country before’: River Shire and Lake Nyasa, East Africa, 1859



		Journeys to the centre of the earth: Highways of Empire, 1926



		East of Aden: Indian subcontinent, 1948











		MAPS THAT WITNESSED HISTORY



		A murder mystery: Kirk O’Field, Edinburgh, Scotland, 1567



		Lost beneath the waves: Port Royal, Jamaica, 1692–1870



		Realm of the Romanovs: Russia in Europe, 1763–1836



		An emperor in exile: St Helena, 1815



		Steaming ahead: The Stockton & Darlington Railway, County Durham, England, 1822



		At a curious angle: Lake of the Woods, United States of America and Canada, 1872–1876



		New territories: Hong Kong, 1898



		An evil empire? The British Empire, 1915



		The land of the dead: The Valley of the Kings, Egypt, 1926



		‘Peace for our time’: Czechoslovakia, 1938



		‘‘Gas chambers in a wood’: Oświęcim (Auschwitz), Poland, c.1942



		The last place on Earth: Antarctica, 1953–1957











		WORLDS OF IMAGINATION



		Brave New World: The Americas, c.1700



		A royal scandal: ‘Green Bag Land’, England, 1820



		Geography at your fingertips: Great Britain and Ireland, 1839



		Perfect for a park: Albert Park, East London, England, 1845



		In the palm of your hand: London, England, 1851



		The measure of Melbourne: Australia and New Zealand, 1875



		An imaginary continent: Africa, 1886



		Cool as a cucumber: Central London Railway, England, 1911



		Race across the Atlantic: North Atlantic Ocean, 1912



		Make do and mend? Europe, c.1939



		Welcome to Smoky Cove: Reykjavík, Iceland, 1940



		‘X’ marks the spot: Treasure Island, 1946
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