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INTRODUCTION

In the words of famous American geographer Mark Monmonier, ‘Maps are like milk, their information is perishable, and it’s wise to check the date.’ It can sometimes be difficult to find a date, but often, if you check the back …

Hang on. We should probably be clear about something before we go any further.

See, we’re not actually historians. Or cartographers. Or cartographic historians. Or mapmakers or geographers or researchers or academics.

Our claim to cartographic authority is a video series on YouTube called ‘Map Men’, where the two of us (Mark Cooper-Jones on the left in a blue shirt, Jay Foreman on the right in a lighter blue shirt) sit behind a desk and talk about our favourite maps, occasionally dressing up in costumes and acting out the stories behind them in silly sketches. You don’t need to have seen it; this book is not a sequel.

While it is true that our meaningful geographic credentials are limited, specifically …


Mark



	• Got a degree in geography from the University of Durham (2:1)

	• Was a geography teacher for three years (didn’t like the students)

	• Has a lapsed Fellowship of the Royal Geographical Society





Jay


	• Spent his teenage years reading the London A–Z.



There’s one factor that qualifies us to venture beyond our usual platform and politely elbow our way into the grown-up map section of a proper bookshop:

We really love maps.

And, if making silly videos about them for nearly ten years has taught us anything, it’s that it turns out we’re not alone.

Interest in maps appears to be on the rise. On a functional level, most of us are using maps more than ever before thanks to smartphones, while at the other end of the technology spectrum, the antique/collectable map market has been growing apace, with people increasingly drawn to their aesthetic, their stories and their sheer stare-at-ableness. And it’s not just the wealthy art-collecting crowd who like to gawp. The subreddit r/MapPorn has 6.1 million members, putting it in the top 1 per cent of subreddits by size.1

There are lots of reasons why people enjoy looking at maps: beauty, curiosity, navigation, a desire to understand the spatial dimensions of a set of data, spotting your own house – but in our opinion, there’s no map more thrilling than a map that’s got something wrong.

We should clarify what we mean by ‘wrong’. Because if we’re splitting hairs, every single map ever made is – by definition – wrong. To quote Mark Monmonier again, ‘Not only is it easy to lie with maps, it is essential.’


What he means is, no map can possibly be entirely accurate. A map’s job is to take a bit of the real world and translate it into something useful, using their three defining features of scale, symbols and projection, each of which is a form of distortion. For a map to contain no distortion at all, it would have to be both three dimensional and at a scale of one to one, which is of very limited use.

What we mean by maps that have ‘gone wrong’ is maps with big, stinking, awful map blunders, like a country that’s gone missing, or a fictional mountain range, or a mis-drawn border that crosses all sorts of boundaries – the sort of mistakes that could lead to the unfortunate map-user getting hopelessly lost. We love them because they provoke the question: What on earth happened here? And the answer is most often a fascinating story.

We also need to address the subtitle of our title’s subtitle, the bit in parentheses: ‘and Why It Matters’.

On one level it should be fairly obvious. Wrong maps can have any number of grim consequences, depending on who is using them and why; from lorry drivers taking wrong turns into cul-de-sacs, to governments making bad decisions based on poor information, to mapmakers in authoritarian countries printing the border in a controversial position. And yet, in spite of their many inconveniences, we also think wrong maps have become something worth celebrating. Allow us, if you will, to introduce our light thesis to accompany all the messed-up map malarky.

[Steps onto dais, taps notes on lectern, clears throat]

Map use today is completely different from what it was only a very short time ago, because digital maps have, to all intents and purposes, stopped us getting lost.

The coming together of GPS technology, smartphones, digital mapping apps and speedy mobile networks has meant that, so long as we have battery life, we always know exactly where we are. Even the parking apps we’re forced to use know our precise location at every moment.

On opening Google Maps,2 we’re immediately greeted with a flashing blue dot. ‘No need to look up,’ it assures us. ‘You are precisely here. Just type your destination, and we’ll guide you every step of the way.’

Where maps used to be an aid to navigation, something we could turn to to help us figure out where we are, now they are the navigation. There’s no longer any human element, no orientation, looking around or cross-referencing landmarks. Digital maps have removed the need for any human cognition as they instruct us exactly where to turn, when.

At first glance: brilliant! Thinking is hard. And with so many other demands on our finite brain power (the state of our gut biome, the ending of The Sopranos, everyone else’s infuriating cognitive biases), it’s a relief to be able to outsource the chore of finding our way about.

At best, getting lost makes us cross; at worst, it makes us dead. So, what possible case could there be for reintroducing the risk of it happening?

Researchers in neuroscience have begun to answer that very question. It appears that our reliance on GPS, which for many of us stretches even to two-minute journeys to our local Post Office, has steadily dulled the hippocampus, the spatial part of our brain.

A University College London study published in 2000 looked at the brains of London’s famous black cab drivers, whose profession famously requires an encyclopaedic knowledge of the city’s streets learnt from years of full-time studying, equivalent to a law degree. The research showed that during their working life, taxi drivers’ hippocampi became enlarged, giving them, on average, the largest examples of this part of the brain’s anatomy of any profession, a fact they love to boast about while making small talk in traffic.


Using our brains to find our way around is like flexing a muscle – a muscle which, if unused, begins to wither, a fact backed up by subsequent research that showed that the minute the taxi drivers hang up their gloves and retire, their hippocampi start to shrink back down again.

There’s an unmistakable irony that by making fewer mistakes in where you’re going, you decrease your understanding of your whereabouts. Being lost (assuming you eventually end up unlost again) does at least have the benefit of forcing you to think, solve the mystery of your whereabouts and improve your spatial perspective.

So, to return to our promised ‘light thesis’, it’s this:


It’s good to be lost.



Or at least, it’s good to be forced to think about your surroundings and consider where we are in relation to the wider world.

And what better way to do so than to sample a sumptuous selection of fabulously faulty maps? Of course, reading this book won’t get you lost (at least it shouldn’t), but as more of us start to question the benefits of life under big tech, perhaps it might act as a timely ode to disorientation, a paean to the unknown.

A bit pompous, that. But then, Mark is incredibly pompous, and he wrote that bit.

In the following pages we’ve selected what we believe to be some of the very best wrong maps. Some of them are decades old, some are centuries old and some are so recent they’re still being published today (or yesterday, if you’re reading this tomorrow). They include colonial maps, collaborative maps, corporate maps, Soviet maps, pioneer maps, news maps and maps whose intended use was hijacked for a surrealist political movement – as well as a few others that weren’t easy to write punchily into a list.

Some chapters tell the stories of unforeseen map errors, others of intentional errors. For one of them we even went on a little fieldtrip, which was hardly necessary, but old habits die hard, especially for ex-geography teachers.

For a pair of cartophiles like us, finding, researching and writing these stories while staring at the maps they’re about has been endlessly satisfying. So if you’re standing in a bookshop, flicking through the pages of this book deciding whether to buy it (and let’s face it, if you’ve read this far the shopkeeper is probably now giving you evils), hopefully you’ll find these stories a mixture of enlightening, fascinating and silly, while one or two might accidentally teeter into thought-provoking.

Above all, we hope the following chapters will lead you to agree with a view we feel more strongly about than ever before:


The worst maps are the best maps.



1 We recognise that there might be some wealthy art-collecting types on Reddit too, but surely not 6.1 million.

2 Could be Apple Maps, could be OpenStreetMap, could be OS maps. Probably isn’t.







CHAPTER 1THE MAP THAT DELETED A COUNTRY


‘New Zealand is not a small country but a large village.’

Peter Jackson



Our first map is called ‘Björksta’ (‘byerkstaah’, more or less) and was available at your local IKEA store for £30 in a 55 × 39-inch frame in a choice of black or silver, until it was hastily withdrawn and apologised for in February 2019.

[image: Ikea world map in grayscale watercolor style.]
For the benefit of those listening to the audiobook,1 here’s what IKEA’s Björksta map sounds like.


The ocean is white

Sputterings of textured paint

Form the shapes of land

Creamy pastel shades

With the occasional splat

Of bright tangerine

Don’t look for meaning

At splashes where colours meet

It’s random nonsense.



Or, by all means, you can google it.

While the Björksta map adds a nice dash of colour and worldly sophistication to the TV-dinner room, it also got the furniture giant that sold it into a heap of trouble, and upset 5.27 million perfectly nice people.

In February 2019 a Reddit user by the name of Jibbles666 spotted the map in their local branch of IKEA in Washington, DC. As they stared at the map, appreciating the sprinkles, they also became aware of a distant but unmistakable feeling of unease. Something was wrong. They began to sweat, their heart rate increasing. Why? The map seemed OK. Or was it? They couldn’t quite tell. Maybe it was just the effect of all the meatballs – Jibbles absolutely loved meatballs and had eaten 55 as soon as they’d got in.2

Then, with relief, they spotted it. Their eyes darted to the bottom right corner, towards an expanse of ocean, precisely where New Zealand should have been, but wasn’t. Reverend3 Jibbles took a photo of the map, and posted it to Reddit with the caption ‘IKEA’s map game is not on point.’ This irresistibly sharable story quickly made it to proper news websites like the New Zealand Herald and BBC News, before eventually bursting out of the internet, reaching the ‘And Finally …’ sections of TV news broadcasts around the world. Within 24 hours IKEA was forced to withdraw the map from its stores and put out a sheepish statement, saying: ‘IKEA is responsible for securing correct and compliant motifs on all our products. We can see that the process has failed regarding the product BJÖRKSTA world map – we regret this mistake and apologise.’

It was particularly bad timing for IKEA, because that very same month they were planning on launching their first store in New Zealand.

This is very funny.

It’s perhaps unfair that IKEA got so badly picked on for their map, given that it was not the first to omit this particular 103,500 square miles of land. In fact, the webpage on which Jibbles chose to post the photo was a subreddit called ‘MapsWithoutNZ’, a forum with a vast and ever-growing collection of photos from across the world of world maps that don’t believe in New Zealand. New Zealand’s absence from world maps is a veritable phenomenon – a time-honoured tradition dating back thousands of years – and not just on rubbish maps where mistakes are expected, like hastily spray-painted murals in small cafés, children’s toys, tattoos, or dull corporate logos with thick outlines. The country is unaccountably missing from otherwise perfectly detailed maps produced by a whole host of organisations who really should know better.

There’s no New Zealand on the enormous world map on the wall of the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History, or the globe fountain at Florida’s Universal Studios, or the cover of the 2016 textbook for AQA A-level geography, or either of the two board games Pandemic or Risk. Even the Flat Earth Society’s logo has a dig – giving us two conspiracy theories for the price of one. We could go on.

We will. Almaty airport in Kazakhstan has a massive wall map in the customs hall with no New Zealand, which, by the way, resulted in a New Zealand visitor being detained for 24 hours when unable to point to the country of her passport in 2016. There was no New Zealand on the map produced for the Rugby World Cup in England in 2015, a time when New Zealand’s All Blacks were the reigning world champions. And, our absolute favourite, there’s no New Zealand on the massive United Nations logo on the wall of the organisation’s New York HQ.

Most countries would be outraged at this sort of thing happening to them so often. Imagine China, the US, Australia, or – heaven forbid – Britain being left off a map even once; there’d be all-out war. But the Kiwis? Thankfully for IKEA, New Zealanders are masters of self-deprecation on a national scale. An afternoon spent scrolling through the MapsWithoutNZ comments section suggests that the overall mood of its citizens is at worst mild exasperation and at best a strange sense of pride at each time they’ve been forgotten. Like this is their thing.

Indeed, the New Zealand government are in on the joke themselves. Their website’s error 404 page, which appears when a user tries to access a broken or non-existent link, features the caption ‘Something is missing’ with a MapWithoutNZ of their own. In 2018 New Zealand Tourism made a series of genuinely funny campaign videos about the ‘great conspiracy theory to remove New Zealand from world maps’, impressively featuring The Lord of the Rings director Peter Jackson (whose films were once lauded for putting New Zealand on the map – IKEA clearly didn’t get the memo), actor Rhys Darby and the then prime minister Jacinda Ardern – although never in the same room, which is less impressive.

And so, all this begs the question, why does this keep happening? What is it about New Zealand that makes it so leave-off-of-maps-able?


A VERY FORGETTABLE COUNTRY?

Well, the name is a bad start. ‘New Something’ suggests a colonial outpost rather than a fully sovereign country that really should have been updated centuries ago. And ‘Zealand’ begins with Z, so you’re already at the bottom of every list of New things.4

Indeed, there’s evidence that there are enough geographically challenged people in the world who have trouble remembering that New Zealand is a nation. If you fire up Google and start typing the words ‘Is New Zealand …’, the helpful suggestion for the most frequently typed rest of the sentence is ‘part of Australia?’ It doesn’t help that from far away the two countries’ accents and flags are very similar and very similar respectively. Close your eyes and look at both flags. Can you tell the difference?

This has always been a point of contention for the Kiwis, destined to be forever unfairly and unnecessarily compared with their unfathomably large, continent-sized neighbour, which makes them appear from the other side of the world like a small pair of islands just off the Australian coast.

Helping even less is the fact that Australia already comes with its own medium-sized island dangling off the bottom – Tasmania, an Australian state comprising an island the size of Ireland. If New Zealand happens to be missing, amateur mapmakers might not notice, specifically because they spot Tasmania and go, ‘That thing’s New Zealand, isn’t it?’

The country’s forgettability explains why – should New Zealand happen to be missing from a map – the mistake is unlikely to be spotted and corrected. But why might New Zealand accidentally go missing in the first place? This one is a question of simple geography.




WHERE IS NEW ZEALAND?

That New Zealand could ever be considered small or near to Australia goes to show just how warped, unreliable and dependent upon context our perception of scale is. New Zealand is actually quite big. Bigger than Great Britain, for instance. It would take you roughly four months to walk the nearly 2,000 miles from Cape Reinga at its top to Bluff at its bottom (compared with less than two months from John o’ Groats to Land’s End). It’s also nowhere near Australia. The shortest possible hop between the two countries is a four-hour flight crossing 1,400 miles, the same distance as London to Athens.5

[image: Map of Earth showing as much land as possible with Spain in the middle. Map of the Earth showing as much sea as possible with New Zealand in the middle.]

Left: As much land as possible, with Spain in the middle.

Right: As much ocean as possible, with New Zealand in the middle.

New Zealand is not just far from Australia. It’s far from everywhere. A great way to demonstrate the extremity of this country’s isolation is to divide the globe in half in such a way that one hemisphere contains as much land as possible, and the other as much ocean as possible. If you do this, you’ll find New Zealand lurking dead centre of the ocean hemisphere – as if its position, as far as it can get, on average, from everybody else in the world, has been strategically chosen.

Indeed, New Zealand’s isolation has played an enormous role in the nation’s identity and history. New Zealand was one of the last places on earth to become infected with people, the Māori Polynesians only turning up at some stage between the 13th and 14th centuries, which is about 1978 in the grand scheme of things. This goes some way to explaining how the country remains so sparsely populated and the landscape so stunningly unspoilt, as the place famously contains more sheep than shoes.

It affects the wildlife too. Only on an island so uniquely detached from the rest of the world’s land for millions of years could the kiwi – a rubbish bird with no wings or natural predators – have not just evolved but survived and risen to become the nation’s national animal.

But this isolation does come at a cost. It makes New Zealand, by some distance, the most inconveniently located country in the world to display on a world map.



THE WORLD (MAP) IS FLAT

While IKEA do sell globes,6 these are not practical for living room walls, diaries, classrooms, TV weather reports, shower curtains, board games, PowerPoint presentations or in-flight maps. For this reason, flat maps of the world, despite their necessarily fictitious nature, have outnumbered globes for centuries.

Performing a conversion of round planet to flat piece of paper requires three decisions. None of these have a ‘right’ answer, but the world has made up its mind about their favourite three answers, all of which are bad news for New Zealand.



1. Which way is up?

This might sound ridiculous. North being up is so ingrained it’s hard to remember that this is an arbitrary convention followed by a mere vast majority of maps, with a minuscule handful of exceptions, usually produced to make a smug point, such as ‘What if New Zealand were at the top for once?’ North has been the standard for up on maps since European explorers first got their hands on a compass. This puts New Zealand down at the bottom of the map, as well as of your thoughts. Not a good start.



2. Which projection to use?

Any representation of a sphere converted into a flat plane necessarily has to be distorted in some way, either by being stretched, squashed or sliced. Try it yourself by drawing a smiley face on a balloon, stabbing it with a knife and spreading the remains out across the table. Doesn’t look so happy now, does it? There are lots of available algorithms for projecting the curved surface of the earth onto a flat plane. At one extreme there’s the Mercator Projection, which preserves accuracy of angles at the expense of scale, making Greenland balloon to the same size as Africa. At the other extreme there’s the Gall–Peters Projection, which preserves accuracy of surface area at the expense of accuracy of shape, making Africa look twice as tall as it is wide.

[image: Mercator Projection map. Gall–Peters Projection map.]

Left: Mercator Projection; Right: Gall–Peters Projection. Accuracy-wise, they’re as bad as each other.

Most world maps nowadays go for some sort of bendy compromise in the middle. But the Mercator Projection, despite its many tremendous flaws, including, most controversially, inflating northern Europe’s size and sense of self-importance at the expense of Africa, is the projection of choice for that dependable, familiar, classic look. And, on many of them, Antarctica and its latitudes are chopped off to save white ink, resulting in an equator shoved two thirds of the way down the map. This is further bad news for New Zealand, who finds itself even more perilously close to the edge of the frame than geometrically necessary.



3. Where does the map stop?

Unless your flat map of the world is a repeating wallpaper pattern,7 the map has to stop somewhere. This is a question of aesthetics rather than accuracy. A map that chops France in half, making it straddle both sides of the page, is a perfectly valid representation of Planet Earth, as long as every bit of France shows up at least once.8 However, the standard, conventional, boring place to make the split is – and for many centuries has been – the middle of the planet’s largest ocean, the Pacific, resulting in the layout we’re all familiar with: Europe in the middle, Asia on the right, the Americas on the left. While this is partly, as with many things, arbitrary historical convention (Europe loves putting itself at the centre of everything), splitting the Pacific in half this way has numerous practical advantages.



	1. It makes it a map of mostly land – the bit that humans want to look at. The Pacific takes up lots of valuable space, and slicing it down the middle is a great way to reduce its impact.

	2. It shows countries’ relative positions in terms of how most people will travel between them. The North Atlantic Ocean, for example, has 2,500 aircraft crossing over it every day, while long-haul flights avoid travelling directly over the Pacific if they possibly can. This makes the Pacific split an excellent map for showing most of the world’s flight paths, shipping lanes and subsea internet cables.

	3. The map isn’t troubled by an international date line. The Prime Meridian at Greenwich, zero degrees longitude, is smack bang in the middle, making this traditional layout an excellent way of thinking about time zones. That the international date line is likely where it is because of this already popular layout is neither here nor there.

	4. Perhaps most importantly, in the middle of the Pacific, it’s possible to make a perfect vertical slice without injuring any major land masses. The same cannot be said of an Atlantic split, which various versions have to solve either by splitting Greenland in two, making the territory bulge outside the margins, or making Iceland appear twice – like Jay’s grandpa managing to show up in his very wide black and white school photo twice by running round the back while the camera did its slow pan, which he got caned for but it was totally worth it. 



It’s worth noting that the Pacific split is not entirely universal. In some parts of the world, such as Japan, it’s not uncommon to find Atlantic-split maps in classrooms, putting the Americas on the right, Europe on the left, and an enormously bulbous Pacific Ocean dominating the middle. Indeed, this is a very sensible way of understanding the world from a specifically Japanese point of view.

Or a New Zealand one, for that matter.

There’s also a map that slices China in half purely for the benefit of the Americas (and Greenland), and it looks utterly ridiculous.

But these exceptions do a great job of proving the rule. In these Asian and Oceanian countries, Atlantic-split world maps are seen alongside the ubiquitous Euro-centric maps, not instead of them. A map with Portugal on the left looks jarring and unfamiliar to pupils in Portugal in a way that a map with New Zealand on the right doesn’t to pupils in New Zealand.

[image: A greyscale world map showing the Pacific split.]

The very familiar, very boring but very practical, Pacific split.

[image: A greyscale world map showing The Atlantic split, often seen in Japan and China.]

The Atlantic split, often seen in Japan and China.

[image: A greyscale world map showing the Asia split.]

The Asia split. Looks dreadful.

And so, for all of the above reasons (or reasons to the left, depending where the page split lands in this book), we have our default, standard, near-universal flat map of the world. North is up; the north is stretched; the Pacific is hidden round the back. And this is how New Zealand ends up, most commonly, in its precarious and dangerously forgettable position: extra low down, extra small and extra close to the edge.

Shoved down here in this bottom corner, the Kiwis find themselves vulnerably easy and tempting to crop out of the map altogether, either by accident, which is disrespectful, or convenience, which is disrespectfuller. This is what happens in a lot of the cases posted on the MapsWithoutNZ Reddit page. Many of them just miss the country out because it’s simply too hard to fit it in without having to make everything else smaller.

While careless cropping is one possible explanation, if not an excuse, for the majority of MapsWithoutNZ, it doesn’t explain what went wrong with IKEA’s offending Björksta map. New Zealand wasn’t beyond the edge of the frame; there was a massive expanse of empty ocean in the bottom right where New Zealand could and should easily have gone. So, what else could have gone wrong?




MAKE IT SIMPLE, STUPID

It’s completely reasonable for mapmakers to lose some fine detail for the sake of clarity, especially if they’re using thick outlines, limited colours, low-resolution printing or plasticine.

For this reason, some world maps have no New Zealand because it naturally disappears when you zoom out far enough – especially on a simplified, artistic or impressionistic map that exists for fun rather than navigation. One example from the Reddit page is a world map on an oven tray made out of chicken nuggets, with the perfectly good excuse that they don’t make nuggets small enough for New Zealand (and if they did, they’d be burnt to an inedible crunchy crisp).

But this doesn’t explain IKEA’s mistake either. The Björksta map has no thick outlines, and the rest of the map contains plenty of detail, showing many islands that are much smaller, crinklier and fiddlier than New Zealand, such as Sicily and Jamaica.

One can only assume that a deliberate decision to remove the massive pair of islands that make up New Zealand was taken by a human person. So how exactly can it have happened? While IKEA acknowledged that the mistake was bad – and, they claimed, accidental – and that they’ll never do it again, they were very light on the details as to which individual was responsible for the mistake and how they made it. So, it’s time for us to don our deerstalkers, grasp our magnifying glasses and try to piece it together.

It is a cartographic inevitability that if New Zealand is missing from a map, plenty of other places will be missing too. And sure enough, a closer inspection of the Björksta map reveals that New Zealand is far from the only sin. Start by zooming into any area you’re familiar with – in our case, Britain – and you’ll notice that the shapes are, in fact, all wrong. Shetland is missing, and Anglesey has been engulfed by a blob that looks nothing like Wales.

The rest of Europe is no better. Scandinavia – where this map apparently comes from – is a wobbly blob, with Denmark smushed into Sweden, and all of Norway’s famously lovely crinkly edges have been sandblasted and made unnervingly smooth. The more you look, the worse it gets. Over in Asia, the Black and Caspian seas are both missing, making Turkey disappear, and across the Atlantic, not a single one of the North American Great Lakes is wet. All this suggests that every inch of coastline on the Björksta map must have been traced, probably in a bit of a rush, manually by hand.

[image: A close-up look at the UK and Europe on the Ikea map reveals that it is geographically incorrect.]

A close-up look at a familiar corner of the world reveals that the Björksta map is geographically rubbish.

This gives us our first clue as to how New Zealand might have got away. But to truly understand how it happened, we need to get inside the map designer’s head. Let’s imagine our Swedish graphic designer sitting at their laptop in their sunlit conservatory. Using our knowledge of mapmaking software, a little speculation and the process of elimination, we’ve boiled it down to four possible scenarios as to what they might have been thinking.


Scenario 1

Tum te tum te tum, time to open up Adobe Illustrator and import a vector file with the basic shapes of the world map for me to transform into beautiful art … Whoa! That’s a lot of layers! Coastlines, landmass, colour fills, city symbols, text labels. I don’t need any of that, I just want the basic outline of the world map for me to trace. Delete layer … delete layer … delete layer … Oh, what? Why is each landmass its own separate layer? This is all over the place! And it’s making my laptop run so slowly! Delete, delete, delete, delete, delete, Whoops! Too far! Just got rid of loads of countries by mistake. I’d better put them all back. Undo, Undo, Undo. Errr … Is that all of them? Yeah, looks pretty much like a complete world map to me. Great! Done.



Scenario 2

Tum te tum … Right, I’ve got Microsoft Paint open on my laptop, and an atlas from my dad’s house on my knees. Time to draw the whole thing by hand using the trackpad. Tum te tum te tum, squiggle squiggle. Oh no! New Zealand. My least favourite country. Still never forgiven them for pipping the Swedish team to the gold medal in the K-4 1,000-metre canoeing at the 1984 Olympics. I’m going to deliberately leave a gap on this world map where New Zealand should be. That’ll show ’em!



Scenario 3

Tum te tum, making a map, making a map. Oh, that’s the doorbell. I wonder who that could be. Hello? Aaaaargh!!! A big purple monster! I’d better run back inside the house! Pant pant pant. Oh no! He’s following me back into the house? Why did I leave the door open? I’d better jump into the nearest cupboard. Pant pant pant. Phew. Safe at last. Oh no! He’s opened the cupboard and started making a loud gurgling noise. Get back, purple monster, or I’ll throw my hot coffee on you! … Splosh! … Wow! Didn’t expect that to work so effectively or instantly. I’d better clean up all that melted purple monster off my wooden floor. Right. Where was I? Oh yeah. Time to delete New Zealand off this world map.

Or, perhaps the most temptingly believable scenario might just be …



Scenario 4

Tum te tum te tum. Oh look, my phone’s ringing. I’d better answer it. Hello? Oh, hello IKEA client. Yes, it’s nearly finished. Yes, I’m aware of the popular internet meme of New Zealand missing from world maps. No, I didn’t know you were launching your first store in New Zealand within the next few months! Hahahahahaha!!! Yes, I’m definitely up for that. That would be really funny! I’m sure someone will spot it pretty quickly. And what a brilliant bit of PR that would be – a quirky bit of harmless fun at the expense of a nation who’ve proven time and again that they’re perfectly capable of taking a joke. Yes, I imagine that would lead to people mentioning IKEA on news articles, websites, Reddit threads and books about maps for many years to come. Of course I can! Won’t take a second. Let me just click here, drag down to here, aaaaaand … deleted! Any more countries you want me to get rid of? Nope? OK, no worries. Bye!




IT’S NOT JUST NEW ZEALAND

Perhaps the main thing we learnt from our long and careful stare at the Björksta map is that New Zealand is not special. While the comments in the MapsWithoutNZ forum suggest that they are uniquely unfortunate in being forgotten by the rest of the world, in this regard, New Zealand is, unusually for New Zealand, not alone.

Even within MapsWithoutNZ, the overwhelming majority of the maps are missing more than NZ. For just a few examples, the geography textbook has no Ireland, the boardgame Risk has no Sri Lanka, the Flat Earth Society logo has no Britain, and the UN logo on the wall of the UN has no medium-sized islands at all (albeit due to the thick slabs of metal it’s made from, which probably gets it off the hook.)

There are many countries around the world that regularly fall victim to map simplifications and omissions, each with their own hallowed traditions of complaining online when they go missing, including, but far from limited to, Madagascar, Iceland, the Philippines, Taiwan, Malta, Cyprus, and almost every Caribbean and Pacific island. The list gets longer when you include dependencies and parts of countries – the Channel Islands, the Isle of Man, Sicily, Sardinia, the Balearic Islands, Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, Corsica and many many more. It gets longer still when you include bits of water that also go missing. Lough Neagh, the Great Lakes of North America and the Black Sea all get regularly filled in in the name of simplification – or ignorance. And don’t forget the entire continent of Antarctica – which, of course, most world maps do!

So, perhaps the question should not be ‘Why does New Zealand go missing all the time?’, but rather ‘Why do we hear so much about New Zealand going missing all the time?’ What is it that makes the maps in MapsWithoutNZ so much more easily shareable than the ones in MapsWithoutNauru, MapswithoutMauritius or MapswithoutNovayaZemlya?

What it all comes down to is that of all the places that have the misfortune of regularly going missing, New Zealand is the funniest. Partly because it’s an entire nation state, partly because its size and isolation make for a comparatively easy game of spot the difference, partly because they speak English, but mostly because New Zealand has taken to it with such good humour and made their omission their own.

As it transpires, going missing from maps all the time has really worked out in New Zealand’s favour. IKEA’s lamentable Björksta map – while embarrassing for the company – ironically did more to bring New Zealand to the world’s attention than an accurate, responsibly produced map with a correctly imported vector file ever could.

Forgetting New Zealand is, it turns out, a brilliant way to remember New Zealand.

1 We’ve contractually agreed to record an audiobook. We currently have no idea how this is going to work re. all the maps. Will we even read this footnote out when we record it? Does one constantly stop, mid-sentence, to read out footnotes? Buy the audiobook now to find out what we did.

2 This fact may or may not be entirely untrue and we apologise if the real Jibbles666 is vegetarian.

3 For all we know.

4 It retains bragging rights over the New Zing Vaa Chinese takeaway on Ecclesall Road, Sheffield.

5 For our Greek readers, that’s the same as Athens to London.

6 Aftonsparv, £7 at the time of writing. A soft plushy toy with a smiley face, featuring abstract colourful blobs for continents. Lacks contours.

7 IKEA do not sell this. They should.

8 As a powerful member of the G7, they have repeatedly used their veto to prevent such maps from ever being published.







CHAPTER2THE MAP THAT GUESSED


‘The Mississippi River will always have its own way.’

Mark Twain

‘Just a short back and sides please, I’m not feeling adventurous. And could you trim my moustache?’

Also Mark Twain, that same afternoon




DRAWING A MAP OF A VERY BIG PLACE

Imagine your job is to make maps charting the ‘New World’ of North America in 1750.

If your imagination is any good, it will probably go something like this:

*** Cue a rising xylophone scale. The world goes wavy like a dream sequence on Sesame Street.***

Your name is John Mitchell, a British mapmaker living in Virginia, one of the 13 British colonies of British North America, and you’re panicking. You know you’re very good at making maps – one of the best – but there’s a lot of land on this new continent, and, truth be told, you’ve barely seen any of it and can hardly have been expected to. Every day there are new borders, frontiers and features to be marked up for the information-hungry generals and politicians, and there are plenty of mapmakers piling in on this cartography gold rush. Some of the maps are OK, some of them are cheap rip-offs. You’ve started working on a map of your own, and you’d very much like for it to be very good, so you’ve decided you’ll try very hard for it to be so. But the scale of the challenge feels, at times, overwhelming.

‘It’s too BIG!’

You wake with a start, imagining vast expanses of land, another one of your night terrors. You find your thumb and soothe yourself back to sleep.

You dream of a crow’s-eye view of the continent you inhabit.1 Questions start flooding in as your limbs fill with anxiety. Who owns what? What is where? What will become of this land? The eastern section is currently scarred by violent wars between three nations, all of which are technically located three and a half thousand miles across the Atlantic Ocean.

First, there are the 13 British-owned eastern colonies. They’re your people and you love the king. But there are also the Spanish somewhere off to the south (Florida) and west (the Mississippi). And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the French are here too. Everywhere around you, in fact, and you perceive them as the very real threat that they very much are.

At this point in your dream, you decide to draw a rough sketch mapping out where these three rivals are based in case you ever come to write a book featuring your map and it would be helpful to give readers a visual sense. Because you attempt this doodle in your dream, it’s below average.

[image: A rough map sketch with regions marked as “French” and “British≵ and “Spain”. A question mark is in an unmarked area. Other labels include “Cold Bit,” “Significant Lakes,” “Spain Again (Boring),” and “Gulf of Dunno.” A small boat is drawn with an arrow labeled “Home” pointing to the right.]
By area, most of this continent lies out to the west, but the way you experience that space within the crow’s eye map-mare is frustratingly blurred and at the edge of your vision. Perhaps this is because even your lucid mind can barely imagine the scale and extent of the vast plains stretching all the way to California (which you believe to be an island). Cartographically speaking, the west feels like a problem for another day. A day, say, after your own death.

Pleasantly, this stress-dream soon morphs into something altogether less cogent involving a russet potato, your dead grandmother and the word ‘Thursday’.

When you wake,2 you double-down on the job at hand, funnelling fear and anxiety into furious cartography until, in 1755, you finally complete your map. It looks like this:

[image: Historical map of the eastern United States, depicting territories, rivers, and mountain ranges. Features labeled include the Atlantic Ocean and a decorative title cartouche.]
At the bottom right is a splendidly long title garnished with cherubs and botany, indicating that this is A Very Important Map. Between the Bay of St Lawrence, the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River is a huge amount of detail, showing lands belonging to or claimed by different colonial powers. The map also manages to show lots of detail around the Hudson Bay, which had recently been surveyed and was worth throwing in. But because it was a good few miles north-west of the edge of the map, you’ve employed a method used by many cartographers at the time (and to this day), and put it in a neat little inset – a box with a frame around it at the top left. (This decision will have consequences in a few paragraphs’ time.)

As you stare lovingly at the finished product, the dread and panic begin to subside, and a new emotion takes hold: pride. Partly from a well-earned sense of achievement, but also pride at something yet to happen, something to do with destiny and fulfilling your patriotic duty. You just know deep down that your map will be one of The Greats, used for decades by statesmen and dignitaries alike, a pivotal tool in the shaping of the New World, destined to play a key role in global history.

You believe that role will be wholly positive.

***The map begins to appear wavy, and the Sesame Street music returns. You (not John Mitchell, you you) come to. It’s today again, your imagination is no longer under scrutiny, and the tense this story is being written in is about to revert jarringly to the past.***

John Mitchell’s map was – upon release and for too many years afterwards – the map of America. Nobody thought of it as perfect; the town of Worcester was accidentally named Leicester, for example. (Or, as one or two of the settlers were beginning to call them, War-sester and Ly-sester.) But it did exactly the job it was meant to: help the British understand their territory, keep their territory and limit incursions by the French. Having been commissioned by the Crown, it was a colonialist’s map, designed to support the British cause in whatever ways it could. Unlike maps of the North America we recognise today, Mitchell’s map didn’t even get close to the western coast because – Europeanly speaking – everyone lived in the east at the time. The west, vague as John had left it, hardly mattered a jot. The map spawned numerous editions, and when John Mitchell died in 1768, he was nothing but happy about his big, lovely, clever, super-famous map.



A NEW NATION

In 1775, twenty years after Mitchell’s map was published, a nasty war broke out. What had started as a small argument over a tea party had escalated into a full-scale bid for independence from Britain by a small, feisty start-up country known as the United States of America.

By this time, who owned what in North America already looked radically different from the time of the first publication of Mitchell’s map in 1755. Britain, for instance, had found itself in territorial credit following the Seven Years’ War with, among others, France, and was now administering a good chunk of what was later to become Canada. No doubt Mitchell would have been delighted to learn that both French and Spanish power on the continent were on the wane, mostly due to the difficulty of fighting wars both in the New World and back home in Europe. He would, however, have been less delighted to find out that Britain, rather than taking advantage of this retreat, was slowly losing a war against an upstart republic.

By the 1780s, conversations were being had between the British and a crew of Founding Fathers about where these so-called ‘United States’ should specifically be and not be.

It was time for the Mitchell map to help make history.




THE MITCHELL MAP MAKES HISTORY (AND REVEALS ITS FATAL FLAW)

The American Revolutionary War (or Illegal Terrorist Rebellion, depending whose side you were on) culminated in 1783 at the Treaty of Paris, where the very most important people the British and Americans could find all gathered round a big candlelit table to thrash out the details of who owned what. The New World was about to get a new international border between the British to the north, and the USA to the south.

Of course, to draw an international border properly, you need a big, detailed map. And thankfully, the British had just the thing. An enormous version of the Mitchell map was now spread across the candlelit table. Sure, it was 30 years old, but a jolly good map’s a jolly good map; if anything, its age gave it a trusty gravitas.

You’d imagine the treaty bit at the end of any war to feel frosty and bitter; the losing side grunting monosyllabically, with the winners smirking at one another, perhaps even breaking out into chants of ‘U-S-A, U-S-A’ as it was being signed. The truth at the Treaty of Paris was that Britain knew its time was up, and although it was keen to ensure its land north of the United States was as big as possible, the strongest displays of emotion were reserved for when one of the American negotiators asked a waiter to cook his Chateaubriand well done. For the most part proceedings were amicable; plucky British negotiator David Hartley, for instance, was said to have been close friends with opposite number Benjamin Franklin. The Treaty of Versailles this wasn’t.

Armed with Mitchell’s prize map, these history-making officials got their red pens out and drew their red lines all across it in a bid to find a decent agreement.

As previously mentioned, John had always had a keen eye for delineating borders between what had, in 1755, been British and French territory (with a view to favouring British claims). As a result, the border between Quebec and northern American states such as Maine, New York and Vermont was well marked, with minimal room for squabble.34

Where Mitchell had been altogether more hazy was the northern American border to the west of Quebec, a substantial portion of which was now under scrutiny by negotiators negotiating the exact placement of the Americo-British border. But, of course, they had no choice but to do the best they could with what lay in front of them, even if it meant making one or two assumptions about what may or may not actually be there.

By the time the Treaty of Paris had been signed and ratified in September 1783, the line they had agreed upon went as follows:


 Ah, hello. Gosh, how awkward to be a line like this. Um, look, I need to just squidge my way across the west, if you don’t mind – have you all agreed the best route? Go on then, I’m all ears. Start in the Bay of Fundy? That’s not a real bay, is it? Oh right. Of course it is, HAHAHA. Then straight up the St Croix, as the actor said to the bishop! HAHA. Sorry, no, you’re right, deadly serious. Double back down those hilly bits – you know me, love a good hike! Then zip across the 45th parallel – Quebec on my right, Vermont on my left – I can remember that. Through the Great Lakes, very sensible, just what I’d have done, splish splash splosh, etc, etc. Then up Rainy River to the northwest point of Lake of the Woods then directly west to the Mississippi – Em-eye-ess-ess-eye-ess-ess-eye-pee-pee-eye as my geography teacher used to scream at me,

HAHAHA! Good, so we hit the Mississippi and from there the rest is Spanish anyway, as they say!



[image: Map showing a black line tracing a route from the northeastern United States, through the Great Lakes including Lake Ontario, Lake Erie, Lake Huron, and Lake Superior, to the Gulf of St. Lawrence.]
Here is the region the line had reached shown on a zoomed-in section of the Mitchell map. For reference: we’ve circled Lake of the Woods and added a massive arrow pointing to the Mississippi.

[image: Old map depicting parts of North America with highlighted sections.There is a circle around Lake of the Woods and an arrow points to the Mississippi. Various lakes, rivers, and geographical names are labeled.]
And, for context, here is that section in relation to the rest of North America.

[image: Map of North America with an area highlighted to show its relation to the rest of the country.]
The Mississippi, being both a river and huge, was the key geographic border in 18th-century North America.5 It was broadly (though not entirely) agreed that everything west of it belonged to Spain – and to the east, everything belonged to not Spain. This is why the negotiators needed to reach the Mississippi to mark the end of the British–US border in 1783. But unfortunately, on Mitchell’s map, there was a bit of a problem – the location of the Mississippi at the required latitude was hidden under the aforementioned box










	1. Lake of the Woods was not a small round blob as depicted, but significantly larger and more complex.

	2. The Mississippi was, perhaps for the only time in its history, not long enough.





WHAT FRANKLIN KNEW


































A SOLUTION IS NEEDED, A SOLUTION IS FOUND





[image: Map highlighting “Lake of the Woods” with splattering of wobbly shapes to the right.]



[image: Map showing the Lake of the Woods area with labeled locations marked with arrows: “Angle Inlet” and “49th Parallel.”]




THE 49TH PARALLEL










STRANDED NORTH AMERICANS



[image: Map highlighting Northwest Angle near Lake of the Woods, displaying borders between the United States and Canada, with sections labeled Manitoba, Ontario, and Minnesota.]





	• Who are you?

	• Are you a serial killer on the run?

	• Should America cede this bit of land to Canada and make everyone’s lives a lot easier?









[image: Map showing the border between Canada and the US, highlighting Point Roberts in the US below the 49th Parallel.]




MITCHELL’S LEGACY
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