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Kaiser Bill thought he knew where you lived
John L Cruickshank

Military mapping of opposing territories has a very long history. Both the Second World War
German, and the subsequent Soviet, mapping of Britain have recently been discussed in
Sheetlines,1 but there had been earlier efforts by foreign powers to map these islands. Before
and during the First World War Britain and Ireland were mapped by the military survey
organisations of what were then the ‘Central Powers’: Germany and Austria-Hungary. For
obvious reasons this mapping was derived from familiar Ordnance Survey mapping; for
equally obvious reasons it was not well publicised at the time. It has remained little known
ever since.

I
By 1914 the Austrian General Staff had a long history of mapping not only its own territory
but also areas outside it. From its foundation in 1758 onwards the peacetime duties of
Austrian General Staff officers were principally surveying and mapping. The Josephinische
Aufnahme of the late eighteenth century was a systematic series of manuscript maps of the
individual territories forming the empire. The mapping included extensive mapping of non-
Austrian territory in southern Germany and the Rhineland, because these areas were the link
between the Tyrol, several scattered possessions in southern Germany, and what were then
the Austrian Netherlands.2 As in most European countries, the growth of Austrian military
mapping was stimulated by the events and experience of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic
wars. More modern mapping was developed and the absolute secrecy of the eighteenth
century manuscript mapping was recognised to have hampered operations that should have
been assisted. Progressively more and more maps were printed, and progressively more and
more of the smaller scale maps were made available for sale.3 Furthermore Austria’s
essentially land-locked position led it systematically to compile mapping of all surrounding
territories and strategically important areas. In effect, by the late nineteenth century this
meant that Austria had mapped almost the whole of Europe. The 1913 public catalogue
details much (but not all) of this mapping.4 Austria-Hungary was however a continental
power with few maritime or colonial pretensions. Britain was thus excluded from most
Austrian maps, which stopped at the Channel. One series had included some sheets of
England. This was the 1:300,000 Generalkarte von Zentraleuropa (fig. 1), which during the
nineteenth century had been one of Austria’s flagship publications. Maintenance of the sheets
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