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The shadow of the land-surveyor
Rob Wheeler

The nineteenth century surveying profession shades gently into a whole range of other
activities. At one end of the spectrum, there were surveyors who were competent civil
engineers, able to design and superintend the construction of a modest bridge. At the other
end were those who also served as land agents, managing agricultural estates for their
owners. For the latter task, an estate map was an essential tool, showing each field with its
area. The value of a plot could be determined by multiplying its area by the generally
accepted value per acre for land of that quality, and adjusting for aspects like state of fences,
provision of appropriate buildings (where appropriate), and convenience of access.

In 1851, Harmston’s rateable value (which in those days kept closely in step with annual
rents) was £2,892. Of this sum, only about 5% represented the value of buildings. Of course,
it was scarcely possible to value buildings separately: a farm was of little value without a
farmhouse and vice-versa, but from the instances where figures are available this seems a fair
approximation. Harmston Hall with its park was given a rateable value of some £50. Since
the agricultural value of the park was about £30, this only leaves £20 for the house: it was
seen as elegant but distinctly lacking in modern conveniences. This is not to imply that the
occupants were actually spending more on the park than on the house: the open parkland
could be used (or sublet) as permanent pasture; the plantations produced wood and
pheasants; the kitchen garden a copious supply of vegetables. But to a large extent values
were determined by agricultural potential.

To appreciate just how useful such a map was for estate management, one need only read
a letter from before one was available: a tenant complains that his land used to be reckoned,
with two other pieces now in separate hands, as a virgate of 43 acres; these other parts have
been reckoned as 10½ acres, leaving him with 32½, but if he looks at the individual pieces
that make it up, they do not come to as much as that … .1 All these calculations are expressed
in round numbers and the price agreed per acre (10s) is so round a figure as to suggest that
the whole business of fixing a fair rent was a desperate stab in the dark.

Understanding the function of the early nineteenth-century estate map is important
because the large-scale Ordnance Survey plan superseded it and indeed was intended to
supersede it. That is why so much effort went into calculating the area of every parcel outside
a built-up area. It may be objected that the Ordnance Survey has never purported to show
land ownership. But, for estate maps, ownership was a minor point anyway. Land was leased
far more frequently than it was sold and, even when it was not being leased, its annual value
needed to be determined for assessing parish rates. A ‘parcel’ was generally the smallest
element of land that could be leased separately.

So the Ordnance Surveyor, if working on the large-scale plans (as most were) took on the
mantle of the old land-surveyor. Academic geographers too liked to don it. The first Land
Utilisation Survey is a good example with its traffic-light colours of green for pasture, yellow
for heath, and red for ‘land agriculturally unproductive’ – not just close-set buildings and
abandoned works but also marshland too swampy for grazing. Significantly, purple was used
not just for orchards and nurseries but also for new suburbs: ‘land occupied by houses with
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