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A note on the maps

The largest map I feature is 2 metres across, while the smallest is barely 2cm wide, and there are details I want to share that could be a metre or only a few millimetres in reality.

In each of the captions, I have specified if we are only viewing part of the map by including [Extract]. I have also given the true dimensions of the full version of each map (excluding its marginalia) as width by height in centimetres, so you can get a sense of their size as I lay them out on the central table in the Map Library. At the end of the book, you will find a map gallery that has the complete version of every map shown to scale; they can also be found at libraryoflostmaps.com, where you can also find my comprehensive list of sources.
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Map 1 [Extract] Cartographers grappled with the tricky problem of publishing maps for the pioneering pilots (like Beryl Markham) who could travel huge distances at speed and across countless international borders. Here is a provisional sheet designed for aviators, created by the British War Office, that spans the area from Beirut to just east of Tehran, from Mosul in the north to just south of Doha.

International General Aeronautical Map Iraq: War Office (1923, revised 1924) 65 × 49cm
‘A map in the hands of a pilot is a testimony of a man’s faith in other men; it is a symbol of confidence and trust. It is not like a printed page that bears mere words, ambiguous and artful, and whose most believing reader – even whose author, perhaps – must allow in his mind a recess for doubt.

‘A map says to you, “Read me carefully, follow me closely, doubt me not.” It says, “I am the earth in the palm of your hand. Without me, you are alone and lost.”

‘And indeed you are. Were all the maps in this world destroyed and vanished under the direction of some malevolent hand, each man would be blind again, each city be made a stranger to the next, each landmark become a meaningless signpost pointing to nothing.

‘Yet, looking at it, feeling it, running a finger along its lines, it is a cold thing, a map, humourless and dull, born of callipers and a draughtsman’s board. That coastline there, that ragged scrawl of scarlet ink, shows neither sand nor sea nor rock; it speaks of no mariner, blundering full sail in wake-less seas, to bequeath, on sheepskin or a slab of wood, a priceless scribble to posterity. This brown blot that marks a mountain has, for the casual eye, no other significance, though twenty men, or ten, or only one, may have squandered life to climb it. Here is a valley, there a swamp, and there a desert; and here is a river that some curious and courageous soul, like a pencil in the hand of God, first traced with bleeding feet.

‘Here is your map. Unfold it, follow it, then throw it away, if you will. It is only paper. It is only paper and ink, but if you think a little, if you pause a moment, you will see that these two things have seldom joined to make a document so modest and yet so full with histories of hope or sagas of conquest.’

Beryl Markham, aviator, West With the Night (1942), New York: Houghton Mifflin, pp. 245−6
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The towering drawers – or plan chests as they should properly be called – of the Map Library. There are 440 individual drawers in total, and each can comfortably store tens of maps of almost any size.

Taken in August 2024, Peter Searle




CHAPTER ONE

Welcome to the Map Library


‘It is not down in any map; true places never are.’

Herman Melville1

    
    [image: ]
    
In the heart of London’s Bloomsbury the scent of ageing paper swirls around a basement floor of University College London (UCL). A few years ago, I followed this distinctive aroma as it took me to the right of the dingy lecture theatre I’d taught in many times, past the damp of a leaky water fountain and on into an unpromising corridor. On I went until I reached a scruffy turquoise door with the words ‘Map Room’ affixed to it. I pushed at the handle, and, to my amazement, entered an Aladdin’s cave of cartographic treasures.

Bulging out of 440 bespoke wooden drawers and stacked on the shelves of tens of glass-fronted cabinets were thousands of maps and hundreds of atlases. It is a place that had not changed much in the two decades since the retirement of Anne Oxenham MBE, who curated this extraordinary collection in the forty years she occupied the role of ‘Map Librarian’.
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Map 2 The space race of the 1960s inspired many scientific developments, not least the creation of some of the most detailed maps of the moon. Here we see the beautiful Copernicus crater, which is just off centre as we look up at our lunar neighbour.

Lunar Chart 1964: US Air Force and NASA (1964) 74.5 × 55.5cm

It has been said that the past is a foreign country and perhaps that is the most important destination I was transported to as soon as I stepped inside this library of lost maps. Finding a map of Hiroshima printed just weeks before the atomic bomb was dropped left me devastated by the horrors humans can inflict on one another, while a map of the moon left me elated at the ways maps have been crucial to the pinnacle of human endeavour.

I felt the rush of optimism from the maps of the ‘Air Age’ that opened new possibilities for travel and global commerce. I was enthralled by the beauty of the maps of the ocean floor, which could not have been created without Soviet scientists sharing data with their American collaborators at the height of the Cold War.2

Over and over again I experienced the joy of unfurling a map and knowing that, apart from the occasional finger‑ print in the dust and some yellowing of the paper, it was unchanged from the day it rolled off a printing press, and I never tired of witnessing the moment a map was released from the dark confinement of its drawer to come alive and tell its story. Many would share tales beyond what was printed on their surface, to reveal the turbulent lives of their makers and of those who held them before settling in the relative calm of the Map Library.
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Map 3 This large map was a celebration of the spread of air travel at the end of the Second World War. The fantastically named ‘Azimuthal Equidistant’ projection flattens the Earth around a central point – here it is London – morphing the lines of longitude and latitude into a tangle of different shaped ellipses, but enabling perfectly straight lines to be drawn along the great circle route from the British capital to the far-flung destinations served by the British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC).

The Air Age Map of The World Centred on London: Edward Stanford Ltd (1945) 97 × 102cm

I have never thought so deeply about the moments from our past captured in this room and I have never been more convinced about the importance of maps not just to witness history, but to shape it.

I guessed it had been years since the library welcomed a new map into its collection. The need for paper maps has diminished as distant places are brought closer by cheap travel and, of course, the digital maps in our pockets that allow us to zoom into a street thousands of miles away. In these circumstances, the world sketched by the contours of the Map Library should look antiquated and even redundant but, remarkably, it feels more pertinent than anything we can find scrolling around the maps on our phone.

For example, during the first summer I spent exploring the Map Library’s contents, Europe was suffering from extreme heat and drought, and I saw on the news that the melting glaciers in the High Alps were causing national borders to be redrawn between Switzerland and Italy. I reached for a map of the region that was published in 1928 and was in awe of the beautiful rendering of the now shrinking ice formations that surround the unmistakable peak of the Matterhorn and support the international border.3 Such a map would be no use for navigation now; it is instead an epitaph of a world we once knew.

My first summer was also the year of Putin’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, which began in February 2022, so Europe was experiencing the consequences of war. I saw how Putin’s worldview was crystallised by the abundance of maps from the Soviet Union that charted the borders of the empire he wishes to restore. His troops were even seen carrying copies of them as they marched across the border.4

In its heyday the Map Library was the engine room of the UCL Department of Geography. It was where academics would come to deposit finds from their travels, request maps for their next big field trip or gather materials for their lectures. It was also an essential resource for a team of accomplished cartographers who would consult the collection to create new maps for countless books and research papers. Students visited this special room to explore the maps of their chosen area of study for their coursework, attracted both by the cartographic wonders and also by Anne ‘The Maps’ Oxenham, who not only furnished them with maps, but with her wisdom, too.

The UCL Map Library was also part of a network of other map libraries housed in universities and government departments, as well as bigger collections such as those at the British Library just down the road, the Royal Geographical Society in South Kensington or the Bodleian Library in Oxford. Maps would be shared and swapped by librarians, so they could add to their ever-growing collections.
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Map 4 [Extract] Mountain ridges are often carefully followed to determine the precise borders between countries. Among the highest peaks, however, a perpetual covering of snow and ice obscures them, so borders become straighter as they are strung in direct lines between rock outcrops. You can see how the borders in this map – shown as a line of small black crosses – do just that. The snow and ice melting is prompting borders to be reconsidered, as has happened around the Corno del Teodulo peak.

Il Cervino e Il Monte Rosa: Touring Club Italiano, Milano (1928) 76.5 × 49cm

The arrival of computer-based mapping meant that there was less and less need to pay a visit to the room and sift through its weighty drawers, as a world that could be seen on a screen no longer needed to be spread out across large sheets of paper. The click of keyboards slowly replaced the rustle of paper until the maps fell silent. As Anne and the older academics retired, new lecturers never saw a need to acquaint themselves with the wonders of the collection, so it became dormant.

It is a story that has repeated itself the world over and has led to the closure of dozens of map libraries and, for decades, librarians have been sounding the alarm at the plight of their collections.5 Fortunately, the UCL Map Library is one of the survivors,6 but it faces an uncertain future. If a home can’t be found for the maps, they will be offered up to map collectors, sellers and enthusiasts, or simply thrown away.

I want to reveal the wonders of this fantastic room while I still can. So, I am delighted to have you for company as we traverse these lost maps, not just admiring their beauty, but meeting the fascinating characters who created them. Together we will use the maps as a portal to the past and contemplate the future they foretold; we will learn how maps are made and the ways that old maps can shed new light on modern events; and we will see proof that cartography can be both essential for scientific discoveries and also a tool of propaganda and empire.

We will pore over maps that have helped transform our knowledge of the ground beneath our feet and clamber to the peaks of the highest mountains to see what maps tell us about our planet today. We will admire the maps that helped educate a newly literate society but also those used by Hitler’s henchmen to shape the world to his horrific vision.

I can’t promise the smell of the soot deposited by the London smog of the 1950s or the crackle of a map unfurling itself after decades being folded at the back of a drawer. But I can promise that you’ll never look at maps in the same way again.
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The shelves of the atlas cabinets were best illuminated by summer sunsets, their glass refracting the light around the reading room. This photo was taken during my explorations, when many of the atlases were brought forward from the backs of the cupboards and into the light for the first time in decades.
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Map 5 [Extract] One evening, just as I was packing up to leave, I couldn’t resist opening the final unlabelled drawer. Inside was a folded linen square that looked more like a grubby dust sheet than a map. I had low expectations as I placed it on the large table in the middle of the room, but I was in for a surprise. It was a vast illustrated map of China depicting every aspect of the country from its people to its wildlife, its trading routes to its climate.

Map of China: The Northern Trading Company and Mr V.F. Yao-Hsuin (1931) 191 × 138cm

(Re)Discovery

Most of my research and teaching explores how digital data can be mapped in new and exciting ways. I compile algorithms and databases, not dusty piles of paper, so in my early years as a geography academic I too was indifferent to the plight of map collections. Over ten years passed at UCL before I opened one of the Map Library’s drawers to see what was inside.

I was first drawn to the room in search of some historic examples of atlases that I could use in a new class I was teaching about cartography and data visualisation. I had always admired the graphical innovations that the Victorians had developed to share the wonders of their age, but it had never occurred to me that a room full of these would have existed within my department. That is until I began my search for examples in earnest and was directed to the collection by a couple of the department’s emeritus professors who’d heard about my teaching plans.

I am privileged to teach students from around the world, so I tried to select maps from as many different places I could. I was excited by what I found but slightly anxious about how well the maps would be received by the group of seventy or so 21-year olds who were taking the class. My anxieties were swept away the moment the first students arrived in the Map Library. I thought – at best – that they would marvel at the cartographic novelties, but instead the room was buzzing with tales of historic border disputes, students comparing what they learned of their country’s history at school and how their sense of nationhood was at odds with their friends who grew up in a country nearby.
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Map 6 [Extract] This map of Jerusalem is a small inset on a much larger map of the Holy Land that was constructed by C.W.M. van de Velde and published in 1858. The Jerusalem inset was completed in collaboration with Titus Tobler. Van de Velde wrote a memoir to accompany the map, in which he begins ‘The study of the Holy Scriptures had made me deeply feel the want of a correct and sufficiently detailed map of the land’, a spiritual motivation that few other parts of the world could evoke.1

Map of the Holy Land: Justus Perthes (1858) 84 × 131cm

I’d also underestimated the grip that maps have on the psyche of many countries, as some students would look away as I pulled out maps that would be censored back home because of the borders they portrayed. I was once asked if I had the permission of the government to show such controversial maps.7 For example, Argentinian students would protest at the maps of the Falkland Islands lacking acknowledgement of their other name, Las Malvinas. There would also be heated debates about peace in the Middle East, the maps of which have long been harbingers of human conflict, and surprise at the extent of the border changes at the end of the First World War.

My students confirmed to me that these old maps were not redundant at all: they still had a lot to say. They also reminded me that the contents of this room only offered a partial view of the world, not least one from a Western perspective that is too narrow compared to how we study geography nowadays. And, beyond the geopolitics, they were in awe of the magic of the room and revelled in the physicality of handling the maps.

Younger generations always see a different world from their parents and grandparents. Today, they do not rely on maps recycled from past wars or approved by governments; they construct their own view of the world online. It’s perhaps no surprise, then, that Iceland’s tourist industry owes more to Instagram influencers and the writers of Game of Thrones than to any tourist map promoting its charms.8 I should also have expected that the first question I got from that magical first class has been one I have been asked by every group of students I have taken into the Map Library since: ‘Can we take photos and post them online?’

Social media etiquette aside, the students wanted answers to where the maps had come from. Why was there an atlas charred by fire (we’ll get to that in Chapter 7), and why did so many maps bear the stamps of the great libraries and military map rooms or the names of long-deceased academics? And they kept asking how these maps were made and what were they used for.

My initial answers only scratched the surface of what I knew must be the exciting yet hidden stories of these maps. There were hints and clues left around the place – scraps and fragments for me to piece together to find out about how the maps came to be and the impact they had on the world. I was inspired to begin my own explorations not just to do the maps justice, but to ignite the imaginations of those I was showing them to.

What we’ll never know is the unwritten – or even unspoken – histories of some of the maps in the library. I think of the maps that have had the greatest impact on me, or the ones that have had the most eventful journeys to come into my possession that, in times gone by, I would have left without much comment for Anne to file in a drawer, in the hope that they may be of some use to others in the university.

The one that stands out is a tourist map and travel guide for The Social City of Zaporizhzhia, which is located on the Dnipro (or Dnieper) River in south-eastern Ukraine. The city and its surrounding region rose to prominence when the nuclear power station to its south – the largest in Europe – was damaged and captured by Russia’s invading forces in 2022.9

I was given this map in the summer of 2023 by a group of Ukrainian academics from Zaporizhzhia National University whom I met at a workshop hosted by Durham University (UK).10 Over several days we discussed the ways that maps could be used in preserving the testimonies of those caught up in the horrors of Russia’s actions. I could not imagine what they had gone through, and the courage they had not only to travel but also to share their work.

For the UK-based academics, the Ukrainians’ presence in Durham was enough, but they also gifted us a bottle of Ukrainian vodka, some chocolate liqueurs filled with Ukrainian spirits and a map of their hometown. This trio of gifts was a small act of defiance, but for me the map was the most powerful among them. We all knew that there was no chance of using the map any time soon, but it was a statement of intent that the day would come when we could pay their ‘social city’ a visit. As a simple tourist map printed at a time of peace it meant very little, but events had conspired to load it with a weight of symbolism that would have far exceeded the expectations of the original mapmaker.
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Map 7 A tourist map of the city of Zaporizhzhia, a city on the Dnieper River in south-eastern Ukraine.

Travel Guide Social City of Zaporizhzhia; Consulate General of the Federal Republic of Germany in Donetsk (2010s) 41.5 × 29.5cm

It’s a cliché that history is written by the victors, but we forget that the maps we see most often are made by them, too, since they are the documents that chart the territory gained, or label the places named in honour of the new leaders. The maps made by the ‘losers’ and those on the wrong side of history may be destroyed or overwritten in official records. But this is not the case in the Map Library because Anne collected the duplicate or slightly out-of-date maps that the British government and major institutions were disposing of as a frugal way of filling the drawers. When new maps were drawn to navigate a changing world, they were simply placed on top of the old ones. Nothing was thrown away.
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Map 8 [Extract] A fold-out map of southern England contained within a hand‑ book prepared by the German air force (Luftwaffe) during the Second World War that was used to direct pilots to their bombing targets.

Luftgeographisches Einzelheft Großbritannien Band 1: Süd- und Ostengland: Generalstab 7. Abteilung (c. 1940) 64 × 26.5cm

This interaction between time and space allows us to step into a world of extraordinary juxtapositions. I have laid out side by side the maps used to bomb Britain, the maps that charted the damage and then the maps to reconstruct it. Compressed into a single pile I would find the makings and outcomes of a major geopolitical issue – such as maps of a new border, the cultures that border dissected and commentary of the unrest that followed. It was moments like these that convinced me that a collection like this one is a vitally important resource for the history it contains.
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Map 9 This map was produced by the postwar planning officers for Coventry in the UK, who had the daunting task of rebuilding the city after its devastation by the Luftwaffe.

Central Reconstruction Area. Bomb Damage Map: Joint Planning Officers City of Coventry (c.1945) 93.5 × 67.5cm
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Map 10 A tiny hand-painted fragment of the ‘Land Utilisation Survey of Great Britain’. This scrap would have been part of the bundle of map sheets sent to the engravers who would prepare the printing plates for publication. The handwritten note at the top says ‘water not on zinc’, which means the zinc printing plate was missing the small lake shown in blue and so it needed to be added for the final printing.

Fragment of the Land Utilisation Survey of Britain: London School of Economics (1936) 11 × 25cm

As we shall see, often it is the maps that at first glance are undeserving of a second look that have the most powerful stories, lurking out of sight from the historians who are beguiled by the grandeur of the great manuscript maps or those that were the ‘first’ maps of a place. For example, I dismissed some hand-coloured scraps of a map as the workings of a student project, but it transpired that they were watercolours that were part of the creation of the Land Utilisation Survey of Great Britain. This extraordinary project was organised by L. Dudley Stamp of the London School of Economics who enlisted the help of 250,000 volunteers, the bulk of whom were children, to map the landscape of Britain on a field-by-field basis.11 Survey work began in 1931 and continued for a decade, with the map becoming an important blueprint for the country to manage its agricultural production during the blockades of the Second World War. The project has since been described as a ‘modern Domesday Book’12 and one of the ‘great cartographic achievements of the twentieth century’.13

So, from the many thousands of maps sitting idle in their drawers and the hundreds of atlases lying dormant on their shelves in the Map Library, I have given as many maps as I can this second look and have pulled out those that I think you will find the most fascinating. My picks offer us enthralling stories, but they also teach us to see maps in a very different way.
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Map 11 The Land Utilisation Survey was immensely detailed, but it was also generalised to create this national map, which comes as a northern and southern sheet. It was one of the few maps I saw that gave a prominent credit to the female cartographers, in this case Phyllis M. Boyd and Marguerite V. Coldman, who helped create it.

Land Utilisation Survey of Britain Sheet 1 & 2: London School of Economics (1942) 102 × 155.5cm
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A page from the Draftsman’s Hand Book, which was a how-to guide for budding cartographers and map engravers. There were details for all the techniques required for map-making including a series of pages that gave templates for map symbols that could be copied. It is through books like this that cartographic conventions became established, many of which are unchanged today.

The Draftsman’s Hand Book of Plan and Map Drawing: E. & F. N. Spon (1874)

The Secrets of Map-Making

‘Are they assigned, or can the countries pick their colours?

What suits the character or the native waters best.

Topography displays no favourites; North’s as near as West.

More delicate than the historians’ are the map-makers’ colours.’

Elizabeth Bishop14

Knowing the mapmaker’s secrets can help us to understand the maps that we encounter, not just in the Map Library but in our daily lives. Cartographers are keen to standardise the world as much as possible, by using recognisable symbols and conventions that have been established over centuries. An ornate cathedral is stripped back to a simple cross, verdant forests become green blocks of identikit trees and turbulent rivers are becalmed to smooth blue lines. Even a map as beautifully complex and detailed as the map of the High Alps around the Matterhorn is constructed from simple symbols such as the contour lines for elevation and only a few colours – skilfully applied – to distinguish between the ice and rock.

It’s a visual language we’ve become accustomed to and so, if we put these symbols together, we get something we recognise as a map, even if it is of a place that only exists in our imagination. And it’s a language that we take seriously.

My favourite example of just how seriously map symbols are taken regardless of their context comes from July 2023 when the trailer for Barbie the movie was released. It featured the iconic doll, played by Margot Robbie, standing in front of a cartoon map with the words ‘Real World Map’ visible at the top. Just above a doodle of a pink tortoise was a blue splodge with the word ‘Asia’ written in it. Coming off the splodge and into the ocean to the right was a line comprising eight dashes forming an inverted S shape.
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Map 12

South China Sea Islands: Cartographic Publishing House (1984) 21.5 × 31.5cm

As a world map it was almost unrecognisable, but the dashes adjacent to ‘Asia’ were enough to get the film banned in Vietnam, to have the map blurred in the Philippines and to generate a political backlash in the US.

Why? Because the symbology on the map was evocative of China’s ‘nine-dash line’, which is used in some maps to outline China’s territorial claims in the South China Sea. These claims are at
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Map 13 [Extract] The first map in the Times Survey Atlas of the World; an atlas fifteen years in the making and overseen by the ‘Prince of Cartographers’, John George Bartholomew. It’s therefore no surprise that it begins with a map that celebrates cartographic progress. There was still much to survey, but the atlas’s index listed 200,000 items, and the whole thing weighed almost ten kilograms, so readers had plenty to explore! 2

Times Survey Atlas of the World: John George Bartholomew/Edinburgh Geographical Institute (1922) 55 × 40.5cm
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Map 14 [Extract] The Mountains of Kong as shown on the ‘West Africa I’ sheet of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge’s atlas. This was published 1 April 1839.

West Africa I: Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge (1839) 38 × 29cm
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The index page of the 1936 edition of The Oxford Advanced Atlas.

The Oxford Advanced Atlas: Bartholomew/ Oxford University Press (1936)

[image: ]
The colonial scene that adorns the frontispiece of the 1932 Atlas du Katanga. Katanga was a mineral rich province in the then Belgian Congo and here we see a surveyor peering through his theodolite, shaded from the sun by a person holding a parasol.

Atlas du Katanga: Comité Spécial du Katanga (1932)
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Map 15 [Extract] A glorious tourist map of Paris with its iconic boulevards and buildings intricately illustrated by Georges Peltier, who spent 30,000 hours over 20 years drawing it. There have been many editions of the map published, and today it is even celebrated by the luxury French fashion house Dior in its ‘Plan de Paris’ range.

Plan du Centre de Paris à Vol d’Oiseau : Blondel La Rogery (1959) 95.5 × 65.5cm
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