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The Maps of the Ordnance Survey
As They Are,

And As They Ought To Be 1

John L Cruickshank

1 The Replotted Counties and Superplan.

On 28 October 1996, seduced by a ‘special offer’, I bought on impulse an Ordnance
Survey map. Specifically I bought a new ‘Superplan’ Site-centred 1:1250 Planning Extract print-
out centred on my grandmother’s house in what used to be Lancashire North of the Sands, now
Cumbria (SD 309977).

Having got my purchase home I looked at it, and was startled to realise that the shape of
the property was grossly distorted. The adjacent cottage was shown at a quite incorrect angle to
my grandmother’s house. The rectangular yard between the two was shown as an irregular
quadrilateral, and a row of outhouses were also shown in a false relationship to the houses. I was a
little disgruntled by this. Certainly the ‘special offer’ now seemed poor value for money. So I
wrote to the Ordnance Survey to point out the problem and requested a replacement.

A very courteous reply quickly followed, enclosing a corrected printout larger than the
small one I had paid for, with an explanation that the first ‘Superplan’ had been derived from
County Series mapping at 1:2500 and was ‘unchanged from that date’. The replacement map had
been ‘resurveyed’ (in less than three weeks), and was certainly a great improvement. The larger
printout however revealed that the resurvey was restricted to the house and garden; the
surrounding pattern of field enclosures remained that of earlier this century.

My first reaction was a feeling of innocent pleasure that I had scored points off the OS but
as I thought about this further my disquiet increased once more. That the survey had been at
1:2500 was well known to me. That this was County Series mapping was a surprise. I already
possessed 1:10,000 sheet SD 39 NW, edition A of 1980, surveyed at 1:2500 in 1970-77 and
revised to 1978. Why on earth was County Series mapping being sold in such a high technology
way, when a modern survey existed? And why was no warning given on the printout to indicate
the date or quality of the survey?

I hunted out some old maps to see what they showed and what survey information was
given. Sure enough, the National Grid Series 1:2500 edition A of 1977, on which the ‘re-
surveyed’ 1:10,000 map was based, only declared itself to be ‘reconstituted from former County
Series plans and revised. The County Series 1:10,560 maps had been recast and republished as a
National Grid sheet. Edition A of 1957 was ‘Revised before 1930, revised for major changes only
1951’. The 1913 edition of the 1:2500 plan Lancashire sheet IV.4 was ‘Resurveyed in 1888,
revised in 1912, re-levelled in 1909, partly re-levelled in 1932, reprint 15/34’. Careful inspection
revealed more or less the same errors as on the first plot on all these maps, although the
digitisation had led to some increase in the distortion. Printing at 1:1250 had of course made it
much more obvious. I have yet to find a copy of the first edition of the 1:2500 map based on the
1888 re-survey. The representation of the houses and their surroundings on the 1:10,560 map of

1With acknowledgement to Henry Crook.
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the original 1846-8 survey is however correct. It gives a far better representation of the area than
any of the later maps until the most recent one.2

So why had the error arisen and why had it persisted so long? Lancashire was of course
one of the ‘Re-plotted Counties’. That is, it was first surveyed in the 1840s at 1:10,560,
immediately after the completion of the Irish survey. Col. Henry James, during the ‘Battle of the
Scales’ in 1856, however stated to Parliament that the survey data had been collected with
sufficient accuracy and precision to permit a 1:2500 map to be produced by re-plotting the
existing data. Later Directors General were held to this statement by the Treasury, and so when
1:2,500 mapping of Lancashire and Yorkshire was eventually undertaken in the 1880s they were
not re-surveyed but were re-plotted from the surviving 1840s records, with piecemeal revision in
the field. The amount of field revision required was huge, and the re-plotted base had numerous
imperfections. It was clear to those who did this work that the quality was far below that to be
expected from a formal 1:2500 survey. Nevertheless the Dorington Committee decreed that the
re-plotting be described on the maps as a re-survey. Piecemeal revision, both in the 1880s and
later, led to increasing distortion of the planimetry as fudges were superimposed on fudges and
attempts were made to ‘correct’ imperfections as they were recognised in the drawing office. Such
corrections usually involved moving the errors into adjacent fields where it was (often vainly)
hoped they would not be noticed. The problems were made worse because the drawing media
were not dimensionally stable and therefore plans and revisions of plans did not fit together,
leading to further fudges. The Re-plotted Counties were described by Seymour as ‘one of the
Ordnance Survey’s worst errors’.3

The systematic nature of the errors meant that certain places, particularly those requiring
revision of planimetry or alteration of public boundaries, were most likely to suffer. My
grandmother’s house in 1846 lay in Coniston Quarter of Hawkshead Parish and Bailiwick
(Hawkshead having before 1578 been a Chapelry of Dalton Ancient Parish). Coniston Quarter
was treated as a Hamlet within the terms of the 1841 OS Act, and given the name Monk Coniston
that was already in common use.4 The house is quite close to the boundary (defined by a boundary
commission in c.1160) between Coniston Quarter of Hawkshead and the adjacent (Church)
Coniston Chapelry (a Perpetual Curacy within Ulverston Ancient Parish) and Manor. The 1846-8
survey was conducted parish by parish rather than seamlessly, so the original records were
included with Hawkshead. But during the Local Government reforms of 1894 Church Coniston
and Monk Coniston were united to form a single Civil Parish (although the Ecclesiastical Parishes
retained the 1160 boundary). The new Civil Parish structure had to be incorporated in the re-
plotted map, and the older boundary which delimited the survey areas was discarded.

In 1846, during the original survey, the house together with much of the surrounding
farmland changed hands. It was bought by James Garth Marshall (1802-73), MP for Leeds from
1847-52, and one of the second generation partners in the Marshall flax spinning dynasty there.5

He had already bought the adjacent Waterhead estate built up in the eighteenth century by a
succession of Furness ironmasters.6 As the 1846-8 survey was being completed he substantially

2Lancashire Sheet IV was published in 1851. It was reissued from a transfer to zinc in 1882, by which time it had
been revised to show the new Coniston railway.

3Seymour W.A. (Ed), A History of the Ordnance Survey,1980 pp182-3 and 190.
4Despite the Quarters having formerly been separately treated for Poor Law purposes as well as for Highway

purposes.
5See Rimmer W.G. Marshalls of Leeds Flax Spinners 1788-1886, Cambridge University Press,1960.
6The Harrison, Ford and Knott families of Newland Furnace near Ulverston.
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remodelled his enlarged estate, moving the Coniston to Hawkshead road, altering the field
boundaries, and moving the Waterhead Inn half a mile southwards to its present position. When
the 1:10,560 map was published in 1851 it showed the previous layout and was thus already out
of date. The Marshall family had substantial money and influence, and were linked by multiple
marriages to the Spring Rice family.7 The subsequent contradictory efforts by the OS to update
each version of the One inch map in this area have been listed by Richard Oliver.8 The 1851
1:10,560 map was not updated for these changes (despite the Coniston railway being added before
the 1882 transfer to zinc), but the OS were clearly well aware that change had occurred here.
Subsequent changes in topography have been more minor, but there have been a number of
alterations to field boundaries in the latter part of this century, and the enclosed woodland area to
the north of the house has been enlarged. Most of the land surrounding the house has been owned
by the National Trust for the last fifty years, although this has not been recorded on the small-
scale OS maps.

Various policies have been adopted by the OS to deal with large-scale revision at different
dates. Cyclical revision took place from the 1890s until 1922 when the Geddes Axe stopped
almost all revision. Continuous revision was envisaged by the Davidson Committee Report of
1938. This remains the ideal, but in practice has been restricted to urban areas and urban
developments in rural areas. Rural change has not routinely been mapped since the First World
War.

Revision however presupposes that the existing map is of acceptable quality. The
difficulties of patching new detail into old maps, and the expedients used, have been described.9

The plans of the Re-plotted Counties were recognised to be of unacceptable quality by the
surveyors who made them in the 1890s. Their defects made them a major embarrassment to the
OS in the 1920s and 1930s, when their replacement by modern re-survey was recognised by the
Director General to be the only solution to the problem. Attempts to cobble the plans up, such as
in the present example, merely made matters worse.10 Yet it is this out of date, inaccurate,
unreliable and unrevisable series of plans that are still on sale in 1997 in the guise of up to date
‘Superplan’ computer printouts.

2 What I Did in My Summer Holidays.

Like many people I went on holiday this summer with my family, and I also took them for
a few weekends in the countryside.

We went for a walk in the Yorkshire Dales, on Beamsley Beacon north of Ilkley. The
representation of the enclosures from the moorland on the southern (Langbar) side of the beacon

7Thomas Spring Rice MP (1790-1866) was chairman of the Select Committee on the Irish Survey of 1819-24,
before becoming Chancellor of the Exchequer in the 1830s, and retiring to the House of Lords as Lord Mounteagle
in 1839. He married James Garth Marshall’s older sister Mary Anne. James Garth Marshall married Mary A.P.
Spring Rice. His younger brother Henry Cowper Marshall married Catherine A.L. Spring Rice. It was Stephen E.
Spring Rice, a grandson of Lord Mounteagle and Permanent Secretary to the Treasury in the 1890s, who negotiated
the agreement with the Board of Agriculture that regular revision of the 1:2500 was necessary. He was a trustee of
the 1876 Settlement on the marriage of J.G. Marshall’s son Victor A.E. Marshall to Victoria A.A. Hamilton
Gordon, and was thus an owner of this estate. There were other links between these two families.

8Oliver R.R. (Cartobibliography in) The Old Series Ordnance Survey Maps of England & Wales (Vol VIII
Northern England and the Isle of Man),1991,Harry Margary, Lympne Castle, Kent.

9Seymour op cit p336-9.
10Winterbotham H.StJ.L, The Replotted Counties, supp to OS Professional Papers NS 16, 1934.
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on the new Explorer map11 is decades out of date, and proved grossly misleading when crossing
the moor. I was reduced to using the eighteenth century guide stoups along the pre-turnpike
footroad from Otley to Skipton to re-establish my global position.

We went up Ingleborough, also in the Yorkshire Dales. The marked positions of the rights
of way on both the 1:25,000 and the 1:63,36012 deviate grossly from the actual paths which are
mapped, accurately but very faintly, on the 1:25,000 map. In poor visibility an attempt to take our
children along the supposed right of way from Ingleborough to Clapham took us into very steep,
rough and unsafe ground indeed. No path can ever have existed on this line.

We went to the New Forest and used the OS/Jarrold Hampshire Walks Guide. Walk
number 23 takes one east of Manor Farm at Rockbourne. The written description of the walk fits
the reality well. The 1:25,000 extract map provided cannot be reconciled with the text and is
grossly out of date (?50 years, there is no revision information) in its representation of the conifer
plantations.

Rights of way on the heathlands of the New Forest are unusual. For travellers on foot the
whole unenclosed area is available for use, as was the norm across unenclosed wastes until the
nineteenth century. The Outdoor Leisure map of the New Forest does not indicate the specialised
system of cycle rights and restrictions of way established and enforced by the Forest Courts and
the Forestry Commission. One has to buy a very scabby Commission product based on the old OS
1:100,000 outline administrative maps to discover these.

Quite simply, in one summer holiday the OS mapping of the countryside was found to be
so out of date that simple navigation was difficult. The representation of rights of way was
inadequate and at one point was dangerous.

The Ordnance Survey are not the legal authority on rights of way and thus do not control
the production of the definitive maps. However they are the principal publisher of the rights of
way. Many ‘definitive maps’ were inaccurately or imprecisely made. If it is clear to the OS that a
‘definitive map’ is defective, then the OS should require the production by the authority of a
satisfactory one. The OS as the publisher cannot continue to evade responsibility for the quality of
this heavily used category of information.

3 Home in Leeds.

The 1:10,000 map of where I live is quite good really, if expensive.13 Like most urban
mapping it is remarkably up to date. Yet there are faults. A minor one is that the constituency
boundary through Hyde Park is shown running along road centres rather than in its correct
position along property frontages. Perhaps a small point, but battles were fought along this
boundary about rates and responsibility for road repairs.

A more serious flaw is that district names in 3 mm high capitals are scattered across the
map in a way that suggests they were positioned by someone in a drawing office at a late stage in
the production of the map. The names are fine, but their positions are wrong.

On the map Woodhouse Cliff is marked (290359) straddling the Leeds Woodhouse -
Headingley boundary. Adel East Moor is printed partly in Alwoodley Township. Beckett Park is
prominently printed at 275364, but local usage is to use Becketts Park as the name, and the

11No. 27 Lower Wharfedale and Washburn Valley, Ed A 1997, ‘revised 1996’.
12Touring Map & Guide No 6, Yorkshire Dales 1 inch to 1 mile, Edition A 1992; Outdoor Leisure No 2, Yorkshire

Dales Western Area, Edition B 1985.
13Sheet SE 23NE, Edition A1, 1993.
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position is outside both the modern and nineteenth-century boundaries of the Park. The housing
estate containing Becketts Park street names was built adjacent to the Park on the Beckett family’s
farmland. Most spectacularly, the name Ireland Wood is completely out of position, being placed
in the centre of the adjacent Iveson Wood. The underlying map includes both these names in
smaller lettering in their correct places.

Some of these errors arise because the Ordnance Survey no longer prints Yorkshire
Township boundaries in urban areas. Nevertheless local usage of the Township names remains
absolutely precise, and should be respected. The Ireland Wood error further complicates an
already complex issue. This name was used for the part of Cookridge Wood that after the
resolution of the 1609-1846 boundary disputes still lay in Cookridge Township. Iveson Wood and
Clayton Wood were the parts that were in Headingley. The nineteenth-century Ordnance Survey,
in England as well as in Ireland, felt obliged to reduce the number of names on the map and to
simplify the complexities of reality. Cookridge Wood, which had been the usual name for all this
woodland until then, was not named on the OS map because the separate parcel names were
given. The name of Cookridge Wood has subsequently completely fallen from use. Now the
Ordnance Survey have moved the parcel names around, putting the Cookridge parcel in
Headingley. This, if not corrected, is likely to degrade a further place-name. The error must be
corrected, with any derived indexes, and any OS archive copies should be marked as having been
in error.

4 Conclusion.

These three problems are in many ways one. The 1:25,000 map is expected by the OS to be
a major growth product. Public use of the countryside is continuing to increase, and use and sales
of these maps should expand fast now that the old small format sheets are at last to be superseded.
But as they are used the extent of the deficit in rural resurvey and revision becomes clearly
apparent. The information being sold in the new glossy orange packages is antique, and so is that
sold as ‘Superplans’.

Even up to date maps are open to error if inadequate field checking is done. The district
names on the 1:10,000 look like late additions to the map. They have clearly not been field
checked. The inclusion of unchecked poor quality data from other agencies has degraded the
smaller-scale maps.

Printed Ordnance Survey maps now include no survey or revision information. It is
therefore not possible for the user easily to assess what rubbish he is buying. The statement that
‘Superplan’ printouts ‘incorporate surveyed revision to the date of printing’ only serves to conceal
the truth. No map can be absolutely up to date. If the customer were told that his map contained
information a century and a half old, stretched beyond its reliability a century ago, subsequently
uncorrected in any consistent way, and now further overblown by computer, he might think twice
about buying the map, even at special offer. Even without such warnings, poor 1:2500 maps
available as magnifications to 1:1250 will make deficiencies very obvious to customers who are
required to use such printouts for planning applications and many other purposes.

The fiction that the date of printing of a map is the date of revision is a lie, and must now
be acknowledged as such. Such lies about public services became widespread during the later
years of the recent Conservative Government, and must now be corrected. The quality of public
services can only be assessed if accurate and consistent information is available. Problems do not
go away, and concealment of problems, as for example has been practised in the Health Service,
only exacerbates them. The Ordnance Survey should now be required not only to specify the dates
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of survey, systematic revision, and partial revision on every map printed, but also to include a
diagram similar to those used by the Survey of India to indicate the reliability of the data
presented. Only by making explicit the poor quality of the mapping being sold will the political
will to fund the solutions arise. The public must be told that the basic rule of computer science
applies even to computer generated maps: Garbage in; Garbage out.
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