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For Callum Fester – and all the lost and found
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FIG. 1 A section of Sheet 65 (Downham) of the OS Old Series one-inch map of England & Wales – including Upwell, my childhood village. Surveyed: 1810–21; revised before publication.


INTRODUCTION: THE ADVENTURE IN MAPS

I am told there are people who do not care for maps, and I find it hard to believe.

The names, the shapes of the woodlands, the courses of the roads and rivers, the prehistoric footsteps of man still distinctly traceable up hill and down dale, the mills and the ruins, the ponds and the ferries, perhaps the Standing Stone or the Druidic Circle on the heath; here is an inexhaustible fund of interest for any man with eyes to see or twopence worth of imagination to understand with!

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON, Treasure Island, 1896

When I was a child, I thought that every book had to start with a map.

At least, all the best ones in my little home library did. From the maps of sandy pirate islands fringed by shipwrecks, to the maps of frost-filled forests with secret doorways, magical castles, white witches and goblins – when reading these books I would continually flick back to the map at the start and carefully trace the journey of the characters with my fingertip until we had all made it to the book’s end (and the map was covered with all-new trails smeared in place by my grubby hands). If a book didn’t have a map within its first few pages, I quickly decided that it wouldn’t be worth reading.

Thankfully, this book is filled with maps – so many, in fact, it was hard to know precisely where to start. Eventually, I decided on a very old map of that same boy’s own village.

This is the earliest detailed Ordnance Survey (OS) map of my childhood village, Upwell, found in the Middle Fen where the Norfolk, Cambridgeshire, and Lincolnshire county borders all triangulate. On this wonderful old map, my village is located just a little off-centre on sheet 65 of OS’s ‘Old Series’. The Old Series were the first maps to be drawn as a set to cover England and Wales. The entire series was set to a one-inch-to-the-mile scale and the detailed notes on the Charles Close Society’s index inform me that my sheet, number 65, was surveyed over a ten-year period between 1810 and 1821. That’s over 160 years before I was born, a century before the Great War, and a time when Britain was at the dizzying height of the Industrial Revolution. Ponies were still pulling barges along the waterside towpath that once ran outside my home, and the Three Holes bridge likely still had its three holes set in the stone, before it was replaced by concrete and steel.

Given quite how much the British landscape has changed in the time since this map was drawn, it is remarkable how much of my village appears exactly the same. The towpath may be gone and the map might be missing all the new housing estates, but there’s still the same parallel row of houses hugging either bank of the little waterway that splits our village in two. The roads are roughly in the same position and our old house is on there too. Or, at least, there’s a little black square where my first home was positioned – the last house in the village, over on the western bank of the river, right before all the fields take over.

The Fens is a product of its fields. On the map, the blank spaces between the roads and houses were all once part of a vast, flooded flatland area. It was drained from the 1630s and the fertile soils left behind were perfect for farming cereal crops, vegetables, and fruit. Climb a tree in the Fens and it all spreads out before you: this great breadbasket of Britain, parcelled up in gridded fields intersected by roads, drains, and dykes, just like one immensely abundant map.

For my friends and I, those fields were our playgrounds. Once their key features were discovered (best place for frogs, the tallest tree, the angriest farmer), we mapped them into our minds and then mapped them out for real.

Like so many kids, the first maps we drew were etched into the earth with a stick. I drew my mud maps because I wanted to understand my home and to get an idea of where my ‘base’ really was within that wide-open sea of fields. Upwell may be located in the centre of sheet 65, but to my mind, my house was the centre of the entire universe – and everything else around it radiated away towards places that weren’t anything like as important or interesting as the Fens.

Many of our first cartographic engagements came to us instinctively as children and I believe making maps is something innate within our species. Certainly, there are traits and themes which unify all mapmakers. Whether it’s prehistoric humans scrawling instructions onto cave walls or people scrutinising satellites today, we are all vulnerable to making mistakes and even the most professional mapmakers were susceptible to a certain degree of imprecision, even bias.

There were huge external pressures placed on mapmakers from the moment OS was formed in the late eighteenth century. Whether the maps were commissioned with military defence or land taxation in mind, those stresses would inevitably dictate what parcel of land was drawn first and what features of that landscape would then get highlighted or omitted. The earliest cartographers were often working in areas outside of their own points of cultural reference too. Faced with dialectic and linguistic challenges (and sometimes downright hostility) it was easy for them to cut corners. Mapmakers might spell local place names incorrectly or give preference to a name that felt more familiar to them. More often that meant forsaking a regional dialect, or, as was often the case with Celtic, an entire language, for the English version. Many of those errors were ironed out of the maps over time, but some stuck – and certainly in the case of Welsh they are still being tackled in mapping today.

Historically, map-making has been an arena where strict accuracy, creative licence, and sometimes just plain old error, can be seen to mix and merge. Maps may appear to us as irrefutably precise portraits of the land, but it is always better to judge them through the context and challenges of the time in which they were first surveyed and published. Quite simply, that only adds to their fascination. When viewed appropriately, a map can tell the story of both the land and its people, bringing us a far deeper understanding of the complexities and contradictions inherent within the history of Britain as a whole.

Taken in sum, it is extraordinary how few mistakes were made through the various ages of OS map-making. Even when the cartographers were working by eye alone, the differences in accuracy between the very earliest maps, and those that have had the full benefits of modern technology, are remarkably small. There is a good reason why OS has long since been regarded as the gold standard in map-making, and, there can be no doubt too that its supreme attention to detail has saved countless lives.

The book begins with Roy’s Great Map in the mid-eighteenth century and runs right through to maps from the present day. That’s two and a half centuries of phenomenal transformation for the United Kingdom: bridging the gap between British Empire and Industrial Revolution, through the Victorian era, both World Wars, the post-war turbulence and recovery, and on to our modern digital era. Sometimes the stories in the maps are blindingly clear: a newly industrialised city expanding rapaciously, a Roman road evolving into a motorway, great woodlands receding, new farmlands growing, rivers and coasts changing their shape and form. But sometimes the messages are far more understated: a slightly darker shading on one side of a road to tell a story of rural rebellion; a faint gap between city buildings to mark the worst wounds of war; a series of tiny pencil flicks to signal a great natural recovery. Collectively, these maps tell us something about who we were, where we have come from, and, if we can read them well enough, they can tell us where we are headed, too. There is cause for concern, particularly in our declining natural world, but there’s something quite comforting about studying centuries of history through the prism of maps.

It would have been impossible to have included the entire history of Britain in this book, but it is nice to know that I was right to believe that maps were inherently important. If I could have a word with that little Fenland lad, out drawing his maps with a stick in his back garden, I’d tell him that he’d eventually go on many great adventures with a map in his hand. However, in the writing of this book, I have also come to understand that few are greater than the depth of adventure stored within the map itself.
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THE FIRST MAPMAKERS?

We know that homo sapiens were likely to have been moving around the earth 60,000 years ago or more, and that at least as long as 45,000 years ago archaic humans were drawing symbols, lineal signs, geometric shapes, and animals on the walls of their caves. However, the earliest physical evidence of maps only dates back some 25,000 years.

I find it hard to believe that we moved so successfully around the Earth by pot luck alone. We are, after all, not a particularly powerful, fast, durable, or hardy mammal. Our biggest advantage is our intelligence and, in particular, our ability to problem solve, plan for the future, and learn from the past. The cave art was proof of an ability to think in abstract terms too, and, in my opinion, crude maps may well have been scratched out by those same primitive travellers. However, expecting their drawings to survive for 50,000 years or more is asking an awful lot, especially since they were likely to have been scrawled out onto surfaces using natural substances that could have vanished in the rain or disappeared on a stiff breeze. For me, when it comes to the question of when the first map in human history was drawn, the absence of proof is not necessarily proof of absence.

There is much debate over what constitutes the earliest surviving evidence of a true map. The oldest candidate is probably the intricately engraved mammoth tusk from the Czech Republic’s Pavlov region. It dates back over 25,000 years and is believed to show a rudimentary map of the immediate hunting landscape, with ancient valleys and rivers depicted as a series of curving patterns and symbols. We then have the example of a 20,000-year-old Aboriginal ‘cylcon’, the earliest artefacts of the indigenous Australian people, believed to map the Darling River within the small scratches on its ancient cylindrical, tapering stone surface. Next are the 10,000-year-old dots which are said to depict the night sky and navigational stars, found on cave walls in both France and Spain; before a supposed 8,000-year-old piece of ‘town planning’ in another cave in Turkey, which might show the positions of a series of homes within a Neolithic village, painted in the shadow of what could have been the local volcano.

Back then, natural rhythms would have been the greatest guides, and these were always going to be reflected in what we chose to draw. We would have handrailed coastlines, river banks, and glacial edges; tracked ocean currents and winds; and traced the passage of the stars, the moon, and the sun across the sky. So much navigational information would have been delivered orally too. Indeed, when we look back to the last great human migration (the population of remotest Polynesia some 2,500 years ago) we know from the few traditional master navigators that their ‘maps’ were exclusively passed from master to apprentice via a strictly guarded oral tradition of storytelling and song. It was only once it was clear that the living masters were numbering less than a handful that it became imperative to make a lasting physical record of all their knowledge, before it died out with them.

Clearly there came a point in our history when humans recognised the importance of making a physical map that would last, and whose symbols could be understood by more than just the person, or immediate group of people, who drew it. Eventually, we came to develop maps that were lightweight enough to be portable too.




THE GOUGH MAP: THE OLDEST MAP OF BRITAIN

The earliest maps to assume a spherical Earth arrived with the Hellenistic period (323–30 BC) in Greece. They would influence the mapmakers in the Roman Era that followed, particularly one Claudius Ptolemy, an astronomer, astrologer, and mathematician, widely credited as being the forefather of Geography.

Working in the second century, Ptolemy was passionate about horoscopes, but to achieve the most accurate results he believed he had to be able to locate someone’s place of birth precisely on a map. Ptolemy soon realised that the crop of available maps in 100 AD were nowhere near accurate or detailed enough, so he took to drawing his own instead. Gathering precise knowledge from travellers, his life’s work eventually saw him plot thousands of towns across Europe, Asia, and North Africa. Moreover, Ptolemy invented the lines of latitude and longitude too, and discovered a way to effectively and accurately flatten the rounded planet into a two-dimensional map.

He may have been motivated by his horoscopes, but his innovations oversaw a cartographical quantum leap, and his world map would hold its authority well into the Middle Ages.

Perhaps the longevity of the authority of Ptolemy’s map was due, in part, to the stagnation in European map-making that followed. In the Middle Ages, Ptolemy’s principles would largely be reinterpreted, developed, and improved by Islamic scholars during an extensive period of navigation and careful study which emanated from the Middle East. Whereas, over in the West, most medieval maps were crowded with intricate art, mythical beasts, and angels, and were heavily influenced by the spiritual messaging and theological principles of the time. Their primary purpose was to deliver Christian philosophies and the location of the Holy Lands, and they were not all that useful for getting around.

In Britain however, there was one notable outlier.

Stretching across two pieces of sheepskin and drawn on its side at a time before the convention of maps orientated to the north, the Gough Map is Britain’s medieval masterpiece. Dating from the mid-fourteenth century, no other British map really came close to matching its accuracy for almost two centuries.

It includes an outline of the island’s coast and highlights settlements through various icons ranging from single buildings to entire communities with a collection of buildings, church spires, castles, and even town walls. There are some 600 place names with roads, distance markers, and many major rivers. It is possible that the Gough Map may have been drawn to reflect some of the most important trading and pilgrimage routes at the time, but even now, some 650 years after it was produced, its actual origins are shrouded in mystery. We don’t know who made it, what methods they used, where they worked, or quite why they felt so compelled to make a map that was so distinct from any other British map of its time. In Britain at least, it was without precedent.

Clearly, this map is not perfect. Its focus rests heavily on the south-east of England, by far the most complete section of the map, and historians have highlighted the use of vowels in the place names which suggest that the mapmaker was highly likely to have originated from that area too. Recent research has also discovered that some of the map’s inscriptions and labels were adjusted at a later date, probably in the fifteenth century, making it slightly harder to judge the accuracy of the original. It is fair to say that the shape of the Scottish coastline feels approximate and that Wales is lacking substantive detail too – although, interestingly, the presence of two islands off the Ceredigion coast in west Wales has been posited as evidence to support a long-held folkloric claim that a large chunk of Welsh land was once lost through coastal erosion – something of a Welsh ‘Atlantis’, claimed by the sea around the sixteenth century.

Regardless of its flaws, the Gough Map was undoubtedly a serious attempt to make something that reflected the actual geography of Britain and, in that sense, it is a triumph of its time.

The map is named in honour of Richard Gough, an English antiquarian who served as Director of the Society of Antiquaries in London’s Burlington House. Gough had bought the map in 1774 for two shillings and sixpence, but in 1809 he would bequeath it to the Bodleian Library in Oxford University, where it continues to be studied to this day.

[image: A faded medieval map of Great Britain on worn parchment contains dense networks of red lines, place names, rivers, islands, and coastal outlines.]
FIG. 2 The Gough Map, the oldest road map of Great Britain. Original currently housed in Oxford University’s Bodleian Library. Date: fourteenth century, third quarter (ca. 1360).





ROY’S MAGNIFICENT SKETCH AND THE REVOLUTIONARY ROOTS OF ORDNANCE SURVEY

Ordnance Survey (OS) officially began in 1791, but the Jacobite Rising of 1745 certainly helped to establish the foundations for Great Britain’s national mapping service.

Five major Jacobite uprisings took place between 1689 and 1745, with the most significant occurring in 1715 and 1745. ‘The Forty-Five’ was led by Charles Edward Stuart, popularly known as both ‘the Young Pretender’ and ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’. The Jacobites took their name from ‘Jacobus’, the Latin word for ‘James’, in honour of James Stuart, the exiled son of a former king of England and Scotland, and Charles’ father. On 23 July 1745, Charles landed on Eriskay Island off the west coast of Scotland with revolutionary intent. The following month, he raised his family’s standard in the Highlands, proclaiming his father as the true king and rallying his supporters to the Jacobite cause.

The Jacobite army under Charles swept through the Scottish Highlands at considerable speed. They captured Edinburgh on 11 September and defeated British forces at both the Battle of Prestonpans that month and Falkirk Muir in January 1746. The Jacobites actually made it as far as Derby in northern England before the British forces pushed them back over the Scottish border, but it still took till April 1746 before the rebellion was decisively crushed in the Battle of Culloden, near Inverness.

Culloden was the last major battle to be fought on British soil. It was all over in less than an hour and Charles Stuart was forced to escape on a ship to France, but the 1745 uprising had still greatly embarrassed the British forces. At the rebellion’s outbreak, the bulk of the British Army was engaged overseas in the War of the Austrian Succession, but nonetheless, the pace of the Jacobite advance exposed a major military blind spot: the available maps of Scotland completely lacked the accuracy and detail required for efficient troop movement, battle planning and effective military strategy. Post-Culloden, King George II granted permission for the ‘Board of Ordnance’ (then a wing of the military charged with managing infrastructure and mapping) to produce the most accurate map of Scotland. The plan was clear: the British ruling classes needed a Scottish map with all the forts, fortifications, settlements, rivers, hills, and road networks, firmly and accurately committed to paper.

[image: A section of William Roy’s Highlands map depicts the Firth of Forth amid fields, roads, waterways, settlements, and labeled eighteenth-century communities.]
FIG. 3 A section of William Roy’s Highlands map showing the Firth of Forth, eighteenth-century land use, and various communities. Roy’s Military Survey (Highlands): Perthshire, Clackmannanshire. Dates: 1747–55.


The Board of Ordnance’s Deputy Quartermaster-General, Lieutenant-Colonel David Watson, was instructed to start the work, but he delegated the job to his Assistant Quartermaster, a 21-year-old engineer named William Roy. It was believed that Roy took on the early surveying of Scotland single-handed, but eventually he took charge of six parties of six men and put them to work across the nation.

Take a pause and just consider the position of William Roy here. Can you imagine a person so young being given such a monumental task today? Roy was believed to have a background in map-making, but nonetheless this job was sent his way before he’d even obtained the most junior military rank. The pressure would have been immense and certainly the odds were against him. Aside from his lack of experience, the rugged environment of the Scottish Highlands was hardly for the faint-hearted and Roy had virtually no technology at his disposal. He took to his task with basic surveying compasses to measure angles and 50-foot-long chains to measure distance, but much of his map had to be sketched out by eye alone.

Successfully leading a team to produce work to the standard of Roy’s Great Map was a testament to his extreme tenacity and determination. Clearly, he was a naturally talented mapmaker.

To this date, Roy’s Great Map of Scotland is considered among the real masterpieces of historic British mapping.

It took Roy’s team eight years to complete the map. The surveying of the Highlands was largely finished by 1752 and southern Scotland had mostly followed come 1755. The map was drawn in a pen-and-ink colour wash and, despite being produced to a relatively large scale of 1 inch to 1,000 yards, there are examples of the real attention to detail taken by both surveyors and draughtsmen.

[image: A tall composite of overlapping map strips forms an irregular outline, densely covered with muted terrain markings, roads, waterways, settlements, and place names.]
FIG. 4 A composite map which conjoins all the strips from both the Highlands and Lowlands areas of Roy’s Military Survey. Dates: Highlands: 1747–55; Lowlands: 1752–55.


Roy’s map was coloured to the standard military scheme with red used for buildings and brown for the roads.

The example here shows mid-eighteenth-century Edinburgh appearing as a red stain. Back then, the modern-day ‘Old Town’ was the entire city. It was located between Arthur’s Seat and the Nor Loch; a large body of water which was drained in the early part of the nineteenth century to form today’s Prince’s Street Gardens.


[image: A detailed historical map marks Edinburgh in red, surrounded by labeled roads, divided fields, waterways, settlements, and shaded contours indicating steep hills.]
FIG. 5 Edinburgh as it appears in Roy’s Military Survey (Lowlands), coloured in red.
 Dates: 1752–55.


Bodies of water and rivers were coloured in a shade of blue-green. Roy’s map is notable for its detail in the drawing of the Scottish countryside. Loch Ness dominates the section on page 13, but notice all the attention to the various meandering side streams and lochans too. Likewise, below, the careful green shading of all the woodland around the border of Sutherland.

Farmland is highlighted in a yellow colour scheme and light-brown colours are used for the moorland. The dark shading of all the hills and various mountain ranges helps them to pop out from the pages. As highlighted by the National Library of Scotland, the brushstrokes on Roy’s map indicate the direction of the mountain slopes; and gradient is carefully differentiated by a spectrum of dark tones ranging from light grey for the slightest, to a coal black for the steepest. This can be clearly seen on the detailing on the severest slopes of Ben Nevis below.

For all of Roy’s triumph, there are some notable omissions and errors.

In their 1986 text The Military Survey of Scotland 1747–1755: A Critique, the authors Whittington and Gibson were moved to comment that Roy’s map was ‘without doubt … one of the most intriguing and at the same time infuriating documents available to the researcher into Scotland’s past landscapes’. Even Sir Charles Close, OS Director General from 1911 to 1922, dismissed it as ‘little more than an elaborate compass sketch’.1

[image: A historical map depicts long, narrow Loch Ness in pale blue, extending diagonally through densely shaded mountains, valleys, waterways, roads, and small settlements.]
FIG. 6 Loch Ness as it appears in Roy’s Military Survey (Highlands). Dates: 1747–55.


[image: A historical map depicts green wooded banks following branching rivers through beige mountainous terrain, with shaded slopes, winding roads, waterways, and scattered settlements.]
FIG. 7 Wooded banks in Sutherland borders as they appear in Roy’s Military Survey (Highlands). Dates: 1747–55.


[image: A historical map depicts Ben Nevis with dense black shading and radiating contour strokes, surrounded by rugged peaks, valleys, roads, and pale green waterways.]
FIG. 8 Ben Nevis as it appears in Roy’s Military Survey (Highlands).
 Dates: 1747–55.


The National Library of Scotland acknowledges that few symbols are used within the map, that the number of red dots doesn’t necessarily equal the number of buildings in the various settlements, and that specific features, such as field boundaries, often fail to reflect the reality on the ground. Some smaller hamlets and farms are inaccurately recorded (or missing altogether), and there are variations in place names due to surveyors apparently unfamiliar with Scottish dialects, localised accents, or Gaelic.

Given the sheer size of Scotland, the environment, the primitive mapping tools, the few people at Roy’s disposal, his junior rank and years, plus the speed at which they had to produce the map, it is unsurprising that there were some oversights. It didn’t help too that, near the end of the job, the entire work was terminated by the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War with France in 1756. Even William Roy himself would modestly comment that the map was rather ‘a magnificent military sketch than a very accurate map of the country’ in which ‘no geometrical exactness is to be expected’.2

Despite these issues, Roy’s map achieved its central ambition. It was commissioned to highlight the most important features of military interest, and, in that, it was vastly more reliable than any other map that had come before.
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