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Early in October I launched my 200th title, a map of 
Shoreditch in 1872, with a small party at Hackney 
Archives. Such milestones are fairly arbitrary, and often 
unashamed opportunities for local publicity; in fact, 
Hackney had asked me to launch a map there anyway, 
and the fact of it being my 200th is due to a combination 
of coincidence and a little gentle juggling of the figures! 
Nevertheless, it does provide a convenient opportunity to 
glance back over the last six years and to explain what I 
hope to achieve over the next year or two. 

My publishing grew out of the secondhand business I 
ran in old Ordnance Survey maps, and stemmed from a 
desire to take these maps to a wider market. An analysis 
of my secondhand trade revealed that the collectors who 
bought them were almost entirely male (an almost un
believable 99%) and middle class (though based on Tyne
side, I sold far more maps in areas like Cheshire, the 
Cotswolds and the Thames Valley than in the North East). 
Few younger collectors seemed to be entering the market, 
and older people could often not afford what is, after all, 
a relatively expensive hobby. 

Yet anyone who visits record offices and local history 
libraries will know that the material there appeals to 
people right across every divide; there was therefore no 
logical reason why old OS maps, and the information they 
contain, should appeal only to a relatively narrow selection 
of the public. My own personal interest lay in the larger 
scale maps and so in 1981 I tentatively reprinted three 
early 1 :2500 plans for areas of Tyneside. Though scarcely 
a commercial triumph, they were greeted with far more 
enthusiasm by the person on the Gateshead omnibus than 
were my secondhand maps. An ex-miner climbed slowly 
up my stairs to view a map of Dunston 1894. "I bet I'm 
one of the few people who can remember Dunston in the 
1890s", he said. A local housewife used a Low Fell map as 
the basis for some embroidery, agonizing over whether to 
include the parish boundaries. And, most useful of all, a 
plumber accepted maps in lieu of payment! 

The early format of the reprints was arrived at largely 
through chance and intuition; I do not have the patience 
for proper market research! The then director of the 
Tyneside Cinema, Sheila Whittaker (now at the NFT) 
pointed me in the direction of a good printer; I used a 
reduction to 57% - later amended to 57.5% - because 
that would make the map fit on to A2; spent an afternoon 
in Gateshead Library writing some historical notes; and 
brought out the first map, of Gateshead East, within 2 
months of first having the idea. The reduction worked 
well and I have stuck with this, though the resultant scale 
(about 14.5 inches to the mile) may seem a trifle eccentric. 

I now began to look at other reprints or facsimiles that 
were available. The majority seemed to be geared towards 
the collectors market, i.e. flat maps on fancy paper at 
flattering prices; just the sort of market I was trying to 
break away from! Moreover, my experience in the second-
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hand business had taught me that, given the choice, the 
vast majority of people will buy a map folded. The one 
national map series that really seemed to be reaching my 
marketplace was that of reprints of the 1" maps published 
by David & Charles which, almost 20 years after it first 
came out, is still going strong. 

Some fme tuning took place over the first 10 maps. We 
looked at the possibility of packing the maps in slipcases; 
or mounting them in card covers; both would have entailed 
major price increases. The first maps were all black on 
white, necessitating plastic or polythene sleeves for 
protection, but increased production meant we could have 
a colour on the cover at virtually no extra cost. So the 
standard format was soon arrived at: a 25" map at a 
reduced scale, well printed, conveniently folded, at an 
affordable price (75p in 1981, £1.20 today). Using an 
integral cover meant that on the reverse we could include 
a 400 word description of the area, a similar length essay 
on the history of the OS, a large index map, and street 
directory extracts to fill the gaps. The street directory 
extracts proved an instant success and were soon expanded 
at the expense of the index map. Otherwise, with an 
exception which I shall discuss later, the original format 
has been retained and has passed the test of time. 

After a year it was apparent that, given a little luck and 
a lot of work, the series could be developed into a national 
one. On one long train journey I happened to have a 
volume of OS index maps with me; back of an envelope 
calculations told me that there were some 3 000 maps 
worth reprinting. But print runs on such specialist maps
many of which could not justify a run of more than 1 000 
- meant that I would have to issue about 50 titles a year 
if the series was to be viable. This meant casting the net 
wide. 

I started work on London maps in 1982 and the first 
title (Kensington 1894) came out the following March. 
Nevertheless, problems in finding suitable maps proved a 
major obstacle. The original intention had been to issue 
the maps in the 1894 Edition, but these maps were 
proving so difficult to fmd that I started to reprint maps 
from the 1914 Edition. From this act of desperation an 
even more ambitious series developed, especially when 
Hackney Archives encouraged me to reprint the 1870 
Edition as well. 

In brief, the intention in London is now to reprint all 
160 maps in the 1894-6 Edition; most of the 1st Edition 
(1870) maps; about 100 of those in the 1914-16 Edition; 
some of the Middlesex 1894 maps, especially for the 
London Borough of Barnet; and some of the 5' plans for 
the central area, where even greater detail is called for. 
This amounts to over 400 maps, of which about 80 have 
been published so far, with a current programme of about 
25 titles a year. Surprisingly, the decision to reprint maps 
from different editions has been criticized by one or two 
librarians, who say it make them difficult to catalogue. 
This is surely outweighed by the opportunity to put maps 
for, say, Bermondsey in both the 1894 and 1914 Editions 
side by side on a table, and examine the changes that took 
place over those years. 
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An extract from my first London map, for Kensington in 1894. Many collectors support my attempt to make these 
maps more widely available, and one such collector lent me the map for this reprint, which recently went to a new 
edition. 

To maintain the standard of the series, I insist on 
borrowing originals in reasonable condition, and bringing 
them north to the process camera we use. I work very 
closely with librarians and archivists, who help me in the 
never ending quest for good quality maps, and write many 
of the notes; the .new Shoreditch inap has been specially 
cleaned by Hackney's conservation department. Many of 
these maps are scarce, and deteriorating through overuse; 
some libraries stop using the originals once I have issued a 
reprint. 

Though the original format has been retained, one 
seemingly modest, but far-reaching change has evolved. 
In 1983-4 both Barbara Morris (in Edinburgh) and Judith 
Knight (in Brent) asked whether they could have more 
space for the historical notes. The directory extracts were 
such a success that I was reluctant to cut back on them, 
but there was clearly merit in allowing good authors the 
space to provide a fuller history of the area. I had always 
provided some carto-bibliographic notes, following the 
tradition of the David & Charles and Harry Margary 
reprints, but there was a general feeling that these were 
less appropriate for my largely non-academic readership. 
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Carto-bibliography is potentially of great value, yet I have 
met few local historians who want me to retain these 
notes on the maps. An accompanying booklet might be a 
more suitable vehicle for such information. 

So the section about the Ordnance Survey has been 
scrapped and authors are allowed up to 1400 words for a 
pen portrait of the place. They ·have, of course, seized this 
opportunity in different ways, but at their best have 
displayed an insight and scholarship not always found in 
local history. The discipline provided by the four walls of 
the map can be a positive boon, and these notes are 
especially valuable in the suburbs that standard histories 
seldom reach. Although the upgrading of the historical 
notes has led to extra editorial work, it has given a new 
dimension to the series, and one we shall be building on 
over the coming years. 

I am often asked how I choose the towns to "do". 
With some 3 000 maps to issue - my early calculation 
still seems valid - I have plenty of choice! There are, of 
course, practical considerations: map availability, ease of 
communication, the desirability of issuing maps in blocks, 
and so on. There is, however, one over-riding factor: the 



amount of help and support I will receive locally, normally 
from a local library, museum or record office. It has been 
said that I issue maps for libraries that make me a coffee! 

Through such local help I have been able to issue 
major groups of maps for areas like Clackmannanshire, 
Hackney, Newcastle, Rotherham, and Southwark. Present 
work includes similar titles for Barnet, Newham, Sandwell 
and Sheffield. Where possible I will issue a whole block of 
maps, covering the town centre and outlying areas, with a 
degree of cross-subsidization within the group. Occasion
ally, however, a map will fail. Feelers into Sussex and 
Warwickshire (maps of Brighton and Stratford on Avon) 
have flopped totally; the latter has sold 228 copies in 24 
months, a figure so awful that it serves a useful function, 
reminding me that the more obvious "historic" towns are 
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not necessarily those that generate the most interest. 
Far more disappointing was my experience in Glasgow, 

where a major group of maps was planned. It was here, in 
February 1986, that the series struck an all time low, 
when an archivist was told to return 200 maps to me 
because "this is not the sort of thing we get involved with". 
Losses in Glasgow were so great, and interest so minimal, 
that I had no option but to cancel several proposed maps 
for the area. 

This left a gap in the programme. However, two of 
those who had given me most encouragement in Scotland 
were from Ireland and this suggested that perhaps I should 
turn my attention there. As far back as 1982 I had looked 
for suitable Belfast maps without success but it seemed 
worth trying again. So in June 1986 I went over to 

-~·{);-Q..~-= 
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The 1st Edition London maps are extremely detailed and high quality camerawork is necessary to obtain a satisfactory 
reduction. This extract is from the map for Hampstead in 1866. 
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An extract from the map of Coatbridge 1897, the sort of industrial town that possibly shows the series at its best. 
I fmd the mix of industry, housing and transport the ideal combination for an interesting map. 

Northern Ireland for lO days working holiday, staying in 
Belfast and Omagh, with a short follow-up trip in 
September. During the course of these visits I visited the 
five local history libraries in Belfast, Ballynahinch, 
Ballymena, Omagh and Portadown, some of the museums, 
the Linen Hall Library and, most importantly, the Public 
Record Office. Much of the time was spent travelling 
ll'round, getting the feel of the towns. 

In Ireland the 6" map has historically been very 
important and the 25" sheets are little known, so that 
local libraries do not have collections. Moreover, as I 
needed to borrow the maps and bring them over to 
England, it would be difficult to use the maps in the 
Record Office. Nevertheless, I did fmd a map of North 
Belfast that I could use and, on my return visit, one of 
Derry, so there was something to start the series with. 
However, there were other problems: the sheet-lines are 
not always kind, especially with towns (such as Belfast) 
on county boundaries; there are many towns scarcely 
large enough to justify a full map: and finally, many of 
the maps reprinted in the 1920s were poorly printed and 
unsuitable. I might add that there are few good collections 
of Irish maps in Britain, and I understand that even today 
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the copyright libraries cannot always acquire the large 
scale maps for Northern Ireland. 

The librarian at Portadown, Joe Canning, pointed me 
in the direction of one solution when he showed me some 
5' plans. In Ireland the OS produced town plans in the 
early years of this century by enlarging sections from 25" 
sheets; many of these are genuine town maps, one sheet 
giving coverage of a large village or small town. I decided 
that I might experiment with a reduction to 30% (down 
to 18" to the mile) and in this way was able to put 
the Armagh towns of Bessbrook, Crossmaglen and Keady 
together on one map. 

I returned from Northern Ireland, having fallen totally 
in love with the place, and with the intention of publish
ing 5 maps over the first year. Barbara Morris immediately 
volunteered to take time out from CARTO-NET to write 
the notes for her native North Belfast, and a local author 
set to work on the Derry map. 

However, with notes to be written it was obvious the 
first maps would not be ready until1987 and I was deter
mined to get at least one map out before Christmas. So in 
November I flew to Belfast for a day to search for some 
more 5' plans and discovered a set of 3 plans for Down-



patrick, in good condition, copies that I was allowed to 
borrow. There was no time for any notes to be written, 
but the librarian at Ballynahinch found me a short historical 
introduction from an earlier directory. I flew back to 
England, clutching a tube of maps on the plane, and we 
photographed them the next day. 

The maps had hatched buildings and were clear print
ings, so a 40% reduction (to 24" to the mile) worked 
extremely well. Two maps were put on one side, with no 
attempt to join them up, the third on the reverse along 

with the directory entries. Within a week the map had 
been printed and a few days later it was folded. The Down 
Museum offered to hold a launching party and the Public 
Record Office even promised me a chauffeur to get me 
there in time! By early December the Irish series was 
underway! 

The North Belfast and South Armagh titles came out in 
March, the Derry map soon afterwards. Although there 
have been problems with distribution in Belfast, the 
reaction has been favourable enough for me to continue. 

An extract from the map of Bessbrook, Crossmaglen & Keady, showing the huge market square at Crossmaglen. This 
map has been reduced from 60" to 18" to the mile. Many people advised me not to go to this town, which has had a 
bad press. I can only say that, even though everyone was busy organizing a drama festival far more sophisticated than 
you would expect in such a small town, their welcome couldn't have been friendlier. 
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The Index to the London Series, where over 80 maps are already available. 
Work is now underway on new titles for the Barnet area and for the East 
End, but the main project for 1988 is to issue more 1st Edition sheets 
(c1870), especially for Central and South West London. 



A Strabane map has been issued, again using 3 town plans 
as with Downpatrick (though with stippled buildings it 
has not worked quite so well). However, the use of these 
town plans is essentially a stop-gap and the aim is 
eventually to use 25" plans as in Belfast and Derry. Initially 
I shall be concentrating on two areas: Belfast and North 
Down; and the major towns west of the Bann (Limavady 
and Enniskillen are being prepared, and I hope to follow 
with Omagh, Magherafelt, Cookstown, Dungannon, 
Armagh and, in the Republic, Monaghan.) 

Northern Ireland has also been the scene for a small 
experiment. To cater with the challenge of small towns, 
I recently brought out a Mini Map for Sion Mills. This was 
a town map reduced to A4 size, folded, with short 
historical notes and space for messages. We took the 
opportunity to issue 3 English town plans in similar 
format at the same time. At the moment it is too early to 
say whether this experiment will take off. 

In Northern Ireland there is a cultural vitality that is 
infectious and that far outweighs the occasional overtones 
of strife. Arriving in Newry after dark it was mildly 
disquieting to fmd my guest-house surrounded by scaffold
ing and burnt out windows, and to learn that I was only 
the second person to stay since they were bombed. But 
then my landlord sits up late to tell me the history of 
Bessbrook, the museum curator calls in to join me over 
breakfast, and the local history librarian travels down 
from Portadown to give me a guided tour of South 
Armagh. I shall issue many more maps for Northern 
Ireland! 

The Irish Maps are, of course, only a small part of the 
total series. Other areas on which we are working include 
Staffordshire, Lancashire and, in particular, Yorkshire, 
where a highly successful series of maps for South Yorkshire 
is being extended to Hull, Leeds and Wakefield. Maps are 
also about to be published for Perth and Cupar. In the 
North East some of the early maps are being reprinted and 
the opportunity is being taken to include new historical 
notes; the series is constantly being improved. The overall 
target is for some 60 new titles a year. 

This is a large undertaking for a small publisher. Apart 
from myself I employ two people to help with the office, 
and a part-time assistant editor in London. Between us 
we must cope with much of the historical research, the 
editing, paste-up, administration, marketing and distribu
tion. The business is run from a modest terraced house 
(and until last spring we stored 120 000 maps here) but 
we are currently opening an office in Newcastle. 

My fascination with towns started when I was in the 
theatre, when we might be in Gravesend one day, Bristol 
the next. For too long it has been presumed that an 
historic town is a quiet market borough, with a fme 
church, healthy house prices, and a cluster of antique 
shops. Talk of Hartlepool or Wigan as historic is still 
regarded with mild disbelief and in Northern Ireland the 
problem is compounded a dozen times. I hope than, in 
their modest way, my reprints can help defeat this 
prejudice. All towns are interesting to those prepared to 
look. And all my work, and the risk, and the sheer madness 
of the project is worthwhile when I stand in some library, 
or cafe, or newsagent, in Camden, or Coatbridge, or 

Crossmaglen, and see the locals enjoying my publications. 
For the maps are only the framework; it is people who 
bring them alive. 

A catalogue of Godfrey Edition maps may be obtained 
from Alan Godfrey Maps, 57-58 Spoor Street, Dunston, 
Gateshead NEll 9BD. 

TOWNS PUT ON THE MAP 

A new series of maps of Wales has been launched by a 
Welsh-based research organization. 

The first map is of Gwynedd, but Robinson Research 
plan to take on the might of the Ordnance Survey with 
county and town street maps of many parts of Wales. 
Mr Alan Collinson, a marketing official of the company, 
said "Other new or forthcoming titles will cover Mid 
Glamorgan, Dyfed, Rhuddlan and Colwyn Bay." Plans for 
a Powys map are also under discussion. 

Robinson claim to be pioneering a new style of town 
map. This gives prominence to street names and the main 
public buildings at the expense of the lines of the streets. 

[After a report in the Western Mai/23/6/87] 

DIGITAL MAPPING COLLABORATION 

ICL has entered into a marketing and technical 
collaboration with Alper Systems which enables ICL 
customers to take rapid advantage of advanced digital 
mapping techniques within the framework of an overall 
corporate information strategy. The agreement makes 
Alper Systems' products available to all types of public 
utility and other ICL customers. 

Using digital mapping locally, non computer-specialist 
professionals such as engineers, cartographers and archi
tects will simultaneously be able to have a window on 
corporate information stored elsewhere. In this way 
engineering, fmancial, customer or other information can 
be displayed from a visual location on a map. This level of 
integration will bring benefits beyond the straightforward 
automation of cartography, enabling for example more 
effective management in the maintenance and planning of 
utility works. 

Alper RECORDS is a computer system allowing an 
organization to capture and maintain records of geo
graphically dispersed assets in map form. Alper SCAN 
allows paper maps to be put into a graphics workstation 
automatically. This approach allows users to get underway 
far quicker than by waiting for the complete digitization 
of national maps, a major task which is likely to take at 
least another decade. Additional information such as the 
layout of gas and water mains or sewers can be super
imposed quickly and easily by an individual at the graphics 
workstation. Customers will be able to use either scanned 
maps or directly supplied digital ('vector') maps. 

Alper RECORDS andSCANbothrunon SUN advanced 
graphics workstations supplied by ICL, using industry 
standard UNIX and communicating to Open Systems 
standards. 

[From Software World Vol18 No 3] 
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