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Plagiarism with large-scale maps
Rob Wheeler

Colby’s circular of 1816 which tightened up the practices of the Ordnance Survey
included a prohibition on the use of pre-existing maps: ‘Nor are local surveys of any kind to
be had recourse to except for the insertion of alterations and improvements whilst in
progress.”’ If the modern reader finds this strange, it is from surprise that so obvious a
principle should need to be spelled out.

The prohibition would have been seen as strange by the surveyors who received it, but
for the opposite reason: copying previous surveys (with such checking and revision as might
be thought necessary) was absolutely normal and to prohibit it gave them unnecessary work.
The purpose of this article is to set out some of the evidence for the ubiquity of this practice.
As it happens, all my evidence concerns Lincolnshire maps being produced for civil
engineering purposes. However, I see no reason why Lincolnshire should be exceptional; and
arguments based solely on estate maps would be open to the objection that for an estate
surveyor to base his work on a previous survey of that estate would be no different from an
Ordnance surveyor basing his work on a previous Ordnance map.

My first example I have already quoted in Sheetlines:* in 1813, according to Charles
Budgen, General Mudge arranged for him to borrow various drainage plans. He had these
reduced to the two-inch scale and used them to compile OSD 279. So Colby was actually
putting a stop to a practice his predecessor had actively facilitated.

My second and third examples concern the very fine twenty-inch plan of Lincoln which
J S Padley published in 1842. Padley was also surveyor to the Lincoln Court of Sewers,
which was responsible for ensuring that the rivers in the part of the county around Lincoln
carried water away in an efficient manner (but had no responsibility for sewerage in the
modern sense of the word). The Court of Sewers decided on 18 September 1844 to have
maps produced showing lands liable to pay drainage rates; tenders were invited, and Messrs
Dykes & Cooper, of Newark, won the contract. Their maps, at three and at six chains to the
inch, include part of Lincoln already mapped by Padley, and are dated 1845 and 1846.° Now
the easiest way to demonstrate that a map has been copied is by the reproduction of an error.
Unfortunately, the quality of Padley’s map is such that I am not aware of any errors in the
relevant part of it. However, one building in that area was rebuilt in 1844; it carries that date
on its gable.® Furthermore, it was rebuilt on a site slightly different from that of its
predecessor. The Dykes & Cooper map shows detail in Lincoln almost identical to that
shown by Padley. That in itself does not prove anything: two surveyors working to similar
standards could presumably choose to depict the same topography in exactly the same way.
But to show the predecessor of the 1844 building in a survey which cannot have been started
before the very end of 1844 is an impossibility unless that survey drew on earlier material.

We now move from Courts of Sewers to sewers of the modern sort. In 1848, Lincoln
City Council conceived the idea that it might be necessary to acquire a ‘system of

' TNA OS 3/260 p 224. A fuller account is in Harry Margary, The Old Series Ordnance Survey maps of England and
Wales, Volume 3, Lympne: Harry Margary, 1981, xxi.

2 Sheetlines 76, 48.

This extract will be included in R C Wheeler, Maps of the Witham Fens, Lincoln Record Society, forthcoming.

It may be found behind the Post Office sorting office. It escapes mention in Pevsner and its function is unknown.
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