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The spread of Welsh on Seventh Series one-inch maps
Ymlediad y Cymry ar fapiau un modfedd (Cyfres Saith) 1

K S Andrews
A map is not just a paper landscape. When the Ordnance Survey depicted mountainous
Wales on flat paper the sheets were covered with place-names. The spellings of those names,
recorded by Victorian surveyors as best they could, were absorbed into local life. A head of
steam built up over the accuracy of some of them and this article is a record of what
happened to Welsh place-names during the lifetime of the Seventh Series one-inch maps.

Introduction
The one-inch Seventh Series maps of Wales and Monmouthshire were first published in
1952/3 and the last revised edition published was B/* of sheet 128, Montgomery and
Llandrindod Wells, in March 1973.2 The series therefore spans a period when interest in the
Welsh language was heightened, even controversial. The Welsh Language Society
(Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg) was founded in August 1962 as a pressure group
campaigning for the future of Welsh. Over a thousand of its members have been taken to
court and many have been imprisoned. Hotheads were daubing monoglot signage with paint
and bilingual road signs appeared as an official reaction to prevent this, more than to guide
lost Welsh travellers. The approach of the Ordnance Survey remained unchanged, namely
that the names of places and geographical features on the maps were to be those in
predominant current use in the locality. Thus Cardiff appeared together with its Welsh name,
Caerdydd, on road signs, a name that was not likely to appear on OS maps.

The OS principle of ‘predominant current use’ referred to both pronunciation and
spelling. The principle was rational in simple instances such as Cardiff but in the case of the
local norms of place-name spelling the approach was flawed because the spelling used
locally derived from that written on maps and signs, which in turn came from early
surveyors’ interpretations of local information, some of it verbal. The spelling they had
adopted did not always conform to pronunciation from a Welsh point of view. To break free
from the circular argument of OS using local usage derived from OS, the Board of Celtic
Studies at the University of Wales was used as a consultative body. The outcome was that
spelling was standardised where acceptable to the local community, leading to the many
changes observed during this study.3 The Welsh Language Board’s Place-Names
Standardisation Panel is now consulted. Among those serving on this panel are an OS
representative (the Wales regional officer) and Professor Hywel Wyn Owen, the Director of
the Place-Name Research Centre, University of Wales, Bangor, to whom the author is

1 All translations kindly provided by Peter and Anne Watkins.
2 Richard Oliver, A Guide to the Ordnance Survey One-inch Seventh Series, second edition, Charles Close Society, 2004.
3 It should be borne in mind that the written Welsh language as a whole was in need of standardisation. The Board of

Celtic Studies published rules for standardisation of Welsh spelling in 1928 but their application to place-names was
often resisted locally. In 1957, they published Elwyn Davies’ Gazetteer of Welsh place-names: a standard guide to the
orthography of Welsh place-names, University of Wales Press, republished 1975, to which the interested reader is
referred. See Archif Melville Richards at www.e-gymraeg.co.uk/enwaulleoedd/amr/history.html for a searchable
database of historic place-names. See also Richard Oliver, Ordnance Survey maps: a concise guide for historians,
Charles Close Society, second edition, 2005, 93-94 for an outline of place-name policy.
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