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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.


