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The Reichsamt fiir Landesaufnahme and the Ordnance Survey,

a comparison of two mapping organisations between 1919
and the Second World War (part 1)

J L Cruickshank

In a previous article in Sheetlines 1 noted that the German military maps of Britain (and
several other areas of WWII military action) were not initially gridded. Indeed gridding was
only very belatedly applied, if at all. I suggested that this appeared to reflect a failure to
absorb the lessons of the First World War.! Further study has however revealed this to be an
over-simplistic analysis. The present pair of articles began as an attempt to explain the delays
(and inconsistencies) in gridding of German Second World War maps by comparing the
national mapping organisations in Britain and Germany and their evolution during the inter-
war period. The comparisons however allow us to view the Ordnance Survey itself in a
different light.”

A detailed comparison of all aspects of the Reichsamt and Ordnance Survey during the
1920s and 1930s would of course be a very major task indeed. This account will therefore be
limited to a few broad areas in which clear differences appear. Several of these differences
were to be important during the Second World War and afterwards. Some wartime
consequences will therefore be mentioned, but it must be emphasised that the sources used
for this study can only indirectly illuminate German military mapping activity and its
evolution during the war.

Since the history of the mapping of Germany may be unfamiliar to many members, in
this first article I shall outline the development of the principal official mapping and survey
body in Germany between the wars. This was the Reichsamt fiir Landesaufnahme (Reich
Office for State Survey). This had originally been established as the Preupische
Landesaufnahme (Prussian State Survey), a military survey organisation within the Prussian
General Staff. As such it became the predominant survey organisation in the aftermath of the
creation of a unified German Reich in 1871. Nevertheless it is important to appreciate that
each of the component states of the Reich also had its own survey organisation with its own
maps, history and traditions. While Prussia was the largest state within the Reich, and
included most of northern Germany, it was by no means the best mapped. Wiirtemberg, in
particular, had long maintained a large-scale survey that had no equivalent in Prussia.
Bavaria’s General Staff Map at 1:50,000 was not only complete, but had completed its first
revision. The General Staff Map of Prussia, and of the Reich as a whole, was at 1:100,000,
half this scale. Across the Reich the usual scale of topographic survey was 1:25,000,
producing maps that were still officially referred to as Meftischblitter (plane-table sheets).
Large-scale survey was performed for land registration and taxation, but was generally the

' J L Cruickshank, ‘German Military Maps of the UK and Ireland of World War II’, Sheetlines 69, 15-19.

> The comparative historical study of different national military mapping agencies is (at least in English) in its infancy.
Peter Chasseaud has drawn attention to this, but with the very important exception of his own studies of the
development of British, French and German mapping of the Western Front, there has been no recent published work
comparing British and foreign practice during any part of the nineteenth or twentieth centuries. See Peter Chasseaud,
‘Guest Editorial’, The Cartographic Journal, 38 (2001), 117-118. See also Peter Chasseaud’s recent PhD thesis: 4An
analysis and evaluation of British, French and German military field survey and mapping in the First World War.
Which country produced the best survey and mapping of the Western Front?, Dept of Earth Sciences, University of
Greenwich, 2003.
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