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Unfinished business. the lost Ordnance Survey two-inch
mapping of Scotland, 1819-1828 and 1852
Richard Oliver

An obscure episode, and nothing to show for it

It is perhaps understandable that maps that exist and can be seen tend to excite more general
interest than those that do not, and that the Charles Close Society receives its support for
studying what the Ordnance Survey has produced, rather than what is has not. Therefore the
indulgence of at least some readers is craved for this exploration of two of the less-known
episodes of OS history.

The only relatively recent mentions of the survey of some 930 square miles (about 2,400
square kilometres) of south-west Scotland undertaken between 1819 and (nominally) 1828
are in one of the chapters written by E J S Parsons for the semi-official history of the OS
published in 1980, and in passing by the present writer in his Concise guide." Sir Charles
Close makes no mention of the episode in The early years of the Ordnance Survey, written in
the mid-1920s.” Although Parsons made some use of the main surviving source for the
episode, the Ordnance Survey letter-book of circa 1817-1822, he by no means exhausted its
possibilities, even allowing for the restricted space at his disposal. A more thorough study
was started by J B Harley, who made some preparations for an article in 1971, provisionally
entitled ‘A “forgotten” Ordnance Survey of South-West Scotland, 1819-1827’, but, as he
remarked to me in 1983, after | had borrowed his file of notes on the subject, ‘I am glad you
like the Scottish episode: one of many started but unwritten papers with which my life is
littered’. It is quite possible that had Brian Harley lived longer and been able to complete his
contemplated drawing-together of work on the Ordnance Survey one-inch Old Series family
of maps, provisionally entitled The first national survey, it would no longer have been an
untidy unfinished episode in his writing. As it is, it falls to one of his collaborators on the Old
Series work to investigate this untidy, unfinished episode in OS history, together with an
even less-known episode later in the nineteenth century.

The bare bones of the story can be related in a short paragraph. The survey of Scotland,
for publication at the one-inch (1:63,360) scale, was authorised in May 1819, and entrusted
to Captain John Hobbs and three subalterns. It was officially discontinued in May 1828 after
some 930 square miles in Wigtownshire and part of Ayrshire had been mapped at the two-
inch (1:31,680) scale. There is no evidence that the work ever progressed beyond the
manuscript stage, and the drawings were destroyed by enemy action in 1940. In 1843 the OS
began surveying Scotland at the six-inch (1:10,560) scale, once again starting in
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3 Harley to Oliver, 12 December 1983: original at present in addressee’s papers: quoted on page 4 of ‘R R O’, ‘Brian
Harley, 1932-1991: Historian of the Ordnance Survey — and much else’, Sheetlines 33 (1992), 1-8. In context: ‘I’'m
glad you like the Scottish episode: one of many started but unwritten papers with which my life is littered. I would be
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