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Air photo mosaics: a short-term solution to topographic
map revision in Great Britain 1944-51

Dr Christopher Board

Abstract
Initiated by the Ordnance Survey as a short-term remedy for the lack of up-to-date large-
scale mapping, and badly needed for post-war planning and reconstruction, two series of air
photo mosaics intended for official use were produced and subsequently published. At first
only a series of mosaics at 1:1250 was planned, but planning authorities successfully pressed
for a series of mosaics at 1:10,560 scale. Mosaics were produced originally for government
departments, but were put on sale to the public to recoup some of the costs of production.
Both series suffered from small demand, high price and interruptions in availability when
they were withdrawn for security checks. Those areas covered by the series were selected by
planners who needed up-to-date mapping for urban areas which had suffered from wartime
bombing or had undergone considerable change. Some rural areas where local authorities had
requested them to assist physical planning were also covered. By 1952 the mosaics had
served their purpose as substitute maps and were being replaced by regular mapping at the
same scales, but they are still valuable for the study of landscape change. Compared with
conventional maps, the mosaics show more detail because they are less generalised. They
show a rich variety of land uses and urban form, but they have few place names and no
descriptive annotations.

One drawback to their use for studying landscape change is their amendment to obscure
sites of secret installations. This was achieved by the substitution on the published mosaics of
fake landscapes or false clouds to obscure secret installations.1 Public Record Office files and
Ordnance Survey publication reports enable one to reconstruct not only the coverage of the
mosaics, but those which were subjected selective editing. Major libraries still hold copies of
the unedited mosaics, but these are not yet available for study. Such falsification is strictly
limited and mosaics can reveal for the English Midlands and South-East, South Wales and
Central Scotland an image of the immediate post-war landscape which may be compared
with later air photographs, mapping or the present landscape. Air photo mosaics may well
provide the best detailed evidence of the development of urban housing, especially in London
before 1940, since large scale mapping of that vintage is out of date or was very hastily
revised on the ground. Comparison with German mapping updated from air reconnaissance
missions in 1939-41 will be worthwhile.2

Early experiments in revising maps from air photography
Although Britain’s national mapping agency, the Ordnance Survey, had experimented with
air photography as a way of up-dating topographic mapping in the inter-war years, this had
been confined to an ‘artistic’ air map of Salisbury published in 1919, and experiments to see
whether air photography could be employed to revise 1:2500 plans forced OS to conclude

1 C Board, ‘Things the maps won't show us: reflections on the impact of security issues on map design’, Proceedings of
the 15th International Cartographic Conference, Bournemouth, 1991, Volume 1, 136-148.

2 C Board, ‘The secret map of the County of London, 1926, and its sequels’, London Topographical Record, XXVII,
1995.
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