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In April 1999 Rodney Fry died after a brief and sudden

illness. With his passing, the Society lost a great friend, ser-

vant and supporter. It was a tremendous shock to all that

knew him, made all the more devastating by the suddenness

of it. Many members lost someone whom they regarded as

a friend as well as a cartographic colleague. His fellow staff

at the Department of Geography at Exeter also lost a valued

colleague and friend. Lastly and most importantly his fam-

ily and friends lost someone who was simply irreplaceable.

With the passing of time one is able to reflect on past events

and an appreciation of Rodney Fry and his contribution to

the Society of Cartographers is timely.

Rodney Edmund John Fry was born in February 1942

at Lydford in Devon. He left school at 17 and began work at

the Department of Geography, University of Exeter in

1959. In the late 1950s this represented a great break from

an essentially rural background. The journey into work

from Lydford on the edge of Dartmoor to the University,

some 35 miles, was a great adventure and undertaking in

those days for a 17-year-old youth. Eventually he acquired

an Ariel Leader motorcycle and travelled daily to and from

Lydford and Exeter. His work in the department began as a

general technician but he soon developed the necessary

skills and an aptitude as a cartographic draughtsman using

the so-called traditional techniques of the period. He

remained with the department for over 40 years, his entire

working life, until his death on April 19th 1999 at the age of

57.

At Rodney’s funeral service at Sidwell Street Method-

ist Church in Exeter on 6th May 1999, a colleague and friend

at the University, Professor Roger Kain, a long standing

friend of the Society, with whom Rodney had worked col-

laboratively on a number of cartographic projects, spoke

movingly and eloquently about Rodney and in particular his

life within the department and his influence that he

imparted there. I am indebted to Roger for much of the

information included here. I am also grateful to Joan Fry,

Rodney’s wife, who has filled in some of the gaps in aspects

of Rodney’s life outside of cartography.

Rodney’s association with the Society of University

Cartographers, as it was then, began in 1964 at the Society’s

inception. As a young cartographer he was invited to attend

the inaugural founding meeting of the Society at the Uni-

versity of Glasgow. The establishment of the Society of

University Cartographers is chronicled elsewhere (Bulletin

Vol. 23 Part 1) but it was a very adventurous and significant

series of events that led to its founding. For a group of Uni-

versity technicians to set up a society of like minded

individuals commonly engaged in the practice of producing

maps was a very unusual situation in the traditionally con-

servative world of University Geography departments.

There were 14 founding members and Rodney was the

youngest, and if Exeter seemed a long way from Lydford,

then Glasgow must have felt a very long way away indeed.

One of Rodney’s engaging traits was to be charmingly self

deprecating about his feelings as a rural 22 year old mixing

with trepidation with the great and good of the time in

Geography department cartographic circles at the gathering

in Glasgow. One of the stories told about that gathering,

and probably embellished, as all good stories should be,

was recounted by Carson Clark, a past Chairman of the

Society. Carson told of his surprise when it became known

that Rodney had had a newspaper delivered for him during

the week’s stay in Glasgow. On enquiring on the identity of

said newspaper, he was informed that it was a copy of The

Times. That Rodney should be reading the ‘Thunderer’ in

between lectures and talks about cartography was impres-

sive. Carson apparently remarked upon this, to be told that

it was not that Times but a weekly copy of the ‘Tavistock

Times’. Over the years Rodney had his leg pulled on many

occasions about that story and he told it very well about

himself with a characteristic chuckle and twinkle in his eye.

It did, however, come to epitomise the man of Devon and

his attachments to his roots, even if he was only away in dis-

tant Scotland for all of a week!

By now Rodney was beginning to establish himself. He

eventually forsook the dubious pleasures of the Ariel and

his daily journeys along the A30, and subsequent travel by

train, to take up digs in Exeter. He met and married Joan and

they bought a house in Exeter, where they lived and brought
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up together a fine family of sons – Adrian, Duncan, Timo-

thy and Kenneth. Everything in Rodney’s professional life

centred on the Department of Geography in Exeter, and it is

necessary to go back to the early 1960s to plot his sure and

steady career in cartography. The mapping pen and eventu-

ally the technical pen ruled supreme in the drawing offices

of Geography departments of the time. He learnt the tech-

niques and nuances of cartographic draughtsmanship and

he attended a day release course in cartography at the for-

mer Somerset College of Art (now Somerset College of

Arts and Technology (SCAT). He was also able to take

advantage of the cartography education as provided to hon-

ours students in the department. It is fascinating to see a

copy of the certificate testifying to Rodney’s success in

written examination and in practical cartography work

dated June 1962. This together with the signatures of the

distinguished Examiners – Professor F J Monkhouse, and

Professors William Ravenhill and Arthur Davies, both past

Heads of Department of Geography at Exeter. A letter to

Rodney in 1994 from Professor Arthur Davies, written

shortly before his death, leaves one in no doubt of the

esteem that he held Rodney in and refers to him as a ‘master

of your craft’.

For 18 years Rodney plied his trade in cartography at

Exeter as an ordinary member of the Society. Things

changed in 1982 at the Society of Cartographers Summer

School, again in Scotland, at St Andrews, when he suc-

ceeded Guy Kingdon as Society Honorary Treasurer. He

was elected onto the Committee and began a continuous

spell as Treasurer of the Society that only ended upon his

death in 1999. At that same AGM in St Andrews, I was

elected to the Committee as a lowly ordinary member and

thus it was that we spent the next 17 years working together

as colleagues and friends. All who worked alongside him as

committee members would not hesitate in testifying to his

calm and gentle manner of dealing with the often unexciting

but extremely important role of ensuring that the Society

was financially managed and controlled soundly. Precise

and diligent and often with that ever present chuckle he

would steer a course for us and advise and assist his fellow

Society Officers in the business of developing the Society

that he had helped to found. He followed Guy Kingdon’s

example of trying to ensure that the Society was kept on a

firm financial footing and he continued to perform an

invaluable role throughout a period of great change for the

Society during which financial stability was achieved dur-

ing some worrying times. He was responsible for

maintaining subscriptions at very low and reasonable lev-

els. His advice to the Committee was always sound and as a

good treasurer should always endeavour to, trod a prudent

and astute fiscal path. During the period of my chairman-

ship of the Society I always found his advice to be

supportive and reassuring as well as being a kind and con-

cerned counsel as various difficult Society issues began to

emerge. During the now famous name change debates of

the late 1980s, he was especially supportive and it was

always reassuring to have the wholehearted support of a

founder member, particularly when we were moving for-

ward with what was, at the time, a controversial and far

reaching change. We would often discuss matters by phone

and I always relished the opportunity of a chat with Rodney,

and after we had dealt with the pressing Society matters, I

would enjoy catching up with an old friend whilst we talked

about our work, our families and often football. His support

for Exeter City Football Club was known to all who spent

any time with him. He also had an earlier allegiance to

Plymouth Argyle Football Club, but he must have decided

at some point that there was only room for one of Devon’s

Football League Clubs in his life! It was typical that he

would show such sympathy for my team, whilst making

light of his own team’s problems inhabiting the lower

reaches of the Football League. As well as a supporting role

for Exeter City, his other sporting interest concerned

cricket. He was Fixtures Secretary and Treasurer of the Uni-

versity Nomads Cricket Team for many years. Regular

cricket matches against small village teams the length and

breadth of Devon were a regular part of his life and of the

department. His organisational ability together with his

modest contributions to the team itself were invaluable and

the opportunity to play and then to socialise in the club-

house after the game with a half of bitter seemed to suit his

character perfectly.

In January 1999, the University marked his 40 years of

loyal and dedicated service by a special presentation to him.

In the later years of his career he moved away from the day

to day production of maps and his role as Chief Cartogra-

pher and took on the role of Superintendent of Technicians

and Map Librarian in the department. His triumphs during

his years of map production were many but perhaps one

stands out. In 1996 the publication of ‘The Tithe Maps of

England and Wales’, produced by a team from the Exeter

Department of Geography which included Roger Kain,

Richard Oliver and Rodney Fry, won the prestigious

McColvin Medal. This was presented at the Library Asso-

ciation’s Annual Awards ceremony at the Arts Club in

London. Needless to say it was Rodney’s maps that caught

the eye. They were excellent examples of his work, which

always demonstrated skill, great attention to detail and his

ability to research and visualise a concept.

In February 2000, a ceremony took place in the Geog-

raphy Department when the Map Library was renamed

‘The Rodney Fry Map Library’ in his honour. It was

another demonstration of how highly he was regarded. The

plaque refers to him as ‘A loyal friend and supporter of

many generations of students and staff’. To try and under-

stand what his presence in and around the Department

meant to his colleagues, the words of Roger Kain express

the warmth and affection that led to such an unprecedented

dedication of the Map Library in Rodney’s name.

‘Rodney was very much the Department’s heart and
soul and a reassurance and friend to us all. Heads of
Department came and went, colleagues retired or
moved on and new faces appeared but Rodney was
always there, never too busy or distracted by other
things to help. Everyone’s needs, regardless of their
station, were treated with equal care and consider-
ation. I learnt a lot from Rodney, as have all who
worked with him, and not just about maps. His way
of dealing with people, his fairness, consideration
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and sheer honest-to-goodness niceness were without
equals among us. He set the example but none of us
came even near reaching it. Countless are the stu-
dents for whom he found the time to patiently help
and advise, to root out maps for their projects, do
photocopies and much, much more. It is touching
how many students acknowledge his help in their
dissertations. In a very real sense the department
was his, he was the one who knew what was hap-
pening in its various parts, he was the one who was
asked first when something needed doing, he looked
after its money, he did the chasing up. He was
Chief Technician and responsible for the work and
welfare of a dozen colleagues – one never used the
term line manager in his hearing – but Rodney never
posed or strutted, nothing was too much trouble for
him to help with. These are old–fashioned virtues
in the best sense of the word’.

As a respected and influential figure in the Society of

Cartographers, Rodney also successfully took on the

organisation of the Summer School held at the University of

Exeter in 1976. He was a long-standing member of the Brit-

ish Cartographic Society and also the host organiser of their

Annual Symposium held at Exeter in 1995. Following his

death, the Society of Cartographers at the Annual General

Meeting of the Society at the University of Southampton in

1999 conferred posthumously upon Rodney a newly insti-

gated Award - The Society Award. Presented only for an

outstanding contribution to the Society and Cartography,

never was such an accolade so richly deserved. Greatly

missed but fondly remembered, it seems a little easier to

think of Rodney, a Devonian through and through, buried

alongside his forebears in the pretty churchyard of his

beloved Lydford, in the shadow of Dartmoor.
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