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It is now nearly twenty years since volume 4 of the 
Bulletin of the Society of University Cartographers carried 
an article by Henry J ohns describing the British historic 
towns atlas and its methods of preparation. The first 
volume of this series Historic Towns, the earliest of the 
European towns atlases to reach fruition, had appeared 
in 1969, and it was to be followed in 1973 by the first 
volume from the Deutscher Stiidteatlas. Since then a 
number of atlas series have been launched, following 
more or less closely the recommendations of the Inter
national Commission for the History of Towns. These 
atlases include the Historische Stedenatlas van Nederland, 
the Atlas Historique des Villes de France, the Scandinavian 
Atlas of Historic Towns and a second German series- the 
Rheinischer Stiidteatlas. 

The idea of an Irish historic towns atlas was first 
broached in the late 1970s, and in January 1981 a 
committee composed of interested scholars - geographers, 
historians and archaeologists - began drawing up the 
necessary guidelines. (This committee was later widened 
further by the recruitment of the heads of the Ordnance 
Survey of Ireland and the Ordnance Survey of Northern 
Ireland.) The committee was faced with three sets of 
decisions. One area was to establish the format and 
contents of the Irish atlas, given that the other European 
atlases vary considerably in both appearance and scope. 
The second was to choose the towns, and decide who 
should contribute the research. The third group of 
decisions concerned how the atlas project should be 
financed and run. 

These last decisions were, of course, the most vital, 
being fundamental to the implementation of the others. 
The day-to-day steering of the project was entrusted to a 
small editorial board, consisting of Professor J.H. Andrews 
of Trinity College, Dublin and Dr Anngret Simms of 
University College, Dublin, as series editors, with myself 
as cartographic editor. Professor Andrews was, of course, 
already very well-known for his work on the history of 
Irish cartography and Dr Simms combined a German 
background with wide interests in the medieval period: it 
was she who had been instrumental in enthusing her Irish 
colleagues for the atlas project in the first instance. 

Mrs Mary Davies is Cartographic Editor of the Irish Historic Towns 
Atlas, Royal Irish Academy. 

Where the broader organizational structure was 
concerned, the atlas project was extremely fortunate in 
being taken under the auspices of the Royal Irish Academy. 
Besides its wide functions as a learned institution, compar
able to the Royal Societies of London and Edinburgh, the 
Royal Irish Academy acts as the umbrella organization for 
a number of projects such as A New History of Ireland 
(which includes a 88-page map section in volume ix) and 
had already published the Atlas of Ireland in 1978. 
Adoption as an Academy scheme meant that the towns 
atlas acquired a financial structure, accommodation, 
services and - most importantly - a publisher. Work was 
able to begin on a temporary basis in September 1981, 
and a formal position on the Academy staff for the carto
graphic editor (encompassing, in practice, all other admin
istrative duties together with responsibility for the 
production stage of publication) was created in Spring 
1982. 

The other issues were being mulled over while the 
negotiations proceeded with the Academy. Irish towns 
can be broadly divided into several groups: (1) medieval 
towns (early medieval proto-towns and later Anglo
Norman towns with charters); (2) plantation towns, 
usually dating from the English or Scottish protestant 
plantations of the seventeenth century, with the majority 
sited in Ulster; (3) estate towns, created or restructured 
by landlords in the eighteenth century; ( 4) miscellaneous 
towns, including holiday resorts and other late develop
ments. The major cities of Dublin, Belfast, Cork, Limerick, 
Londonderry, Galway and Waterford are of varying 
origins, including several with Norse foundations. Their 
large size by Irish standards in itself means that they need 
to be placed in a separate category for the purposes of the 
atlas. The decision was taken, rather optimistically perhaps, 
to list forty towns for completion, including ten towns in 
Northern Ireland, and the decision was also made to 
include all seven major cities. 

For the rest, towns were selected to provide suitable 
representations of each type and size, from different 
parts of the island, taking into account the contributors 
available. For here the Irish committee was ambitious. 
It took to heart the criticism levelled at the British atlas 
that the maps and text, prepared by different individuals, 
did not always hang together. It therefore specified that 
each town should be compiled by a contributor capable of 
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being responsible for the whole contents - both maps and 
text - of the fascicle. Large towns need teams of three or 
four scholars, and here one person has overall responsibility. 
Each member of the committee agreed to take on a town, 
and other. scholars, drawn from various disciplines and 
institutions, were recruited. 

The most tangible decisions, however, were those that 
shaped the appearance and detailed contents of the atlas. 
The key recommendations of the European Commission 
had, not surprisingly, concerned the maps, specifying that 
three comparable maps should be prepared for each town. 
The most important of the three is a coloured map at a 
scale of 1:2500, depicting the town in the early years of 
the nineteenth century before industrialization and rapid 
population growth obliterated the old urban pattern. 
Given this basic specification, there has in practice been 
considerable variation in the maps published by different 
national projects. This variation has been partly dictated 
by the source materials available and also by the degree of 
urban change experienced in the ftrst decades of the nine
teenth century. Thus the pioneering British atlas required 
that the first large-scale OS plans (dating for the most 
part· only from the 1860s and later) be extensively back
revised using a wide variety of source materials, carto
graphic and otherwise, in order to reconstruct the towns 
in c.1800. To have chosen a later date would have blurred 
the impression of the pre-industrial t()wn, in a land of 
rapid early nineteenth-century change. Moreover the task 
was made more difficult - even if the final maps were 
made more rewarding - by the inclusion on this same 
map of major features demolished by c.1800. Colour and 
line symbols are used to indicate the sites of medieval 
bu,ildings, fortifications and streams, together with post
medieval buildings, no longer extant at the date of the 
map. 

While the British team was following this carto
graphically-demanding path, the Deutscher Stadteatlas 
was adopting a different position. Here the decision was 
to base the reconstruction map upon the ftrst accurately
surveyed town plan, with a median date of c.1830. 
Because of the slower pace of change in the German states 
at that period it was not considered necessary to work 
backwards, even when this first accurate plan dates from 
the middle or later part of the century. Medieval and 
other features demolished before the period represented 
on the base map are not included. This choice of base 
material has greatly simplified the task of preparing the 
fmished maps. But it does mean that the superficial 
reader needs to be cautious - supposedly comparable 
maps are by no means contemporary with each other; 
indeed they may date from any part of the nineteenth 
century. 

The other European atlases have adopted equally 
varying approaches to the task of representing their 
towns in an appropriate manner, so that in Ireland we 
were free to .choose· our own path. Unlike in Britain, 
there was little industrial growth in Ireland in the ftrst 
half of the nineteenth century, the canal network was far 
less extensive and the railway system was developing only 
slowly. The growth in population, although considerable, 
took place largely in the countryside and had no drastic 
effect upon the existing urban topography. 

There was no particular reason, then, to date the Irish 
1:2500 reconstruction maps to a period close to 1800. 
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There was, on the other hand, a compelling reason for 
choosing a date close to 1840: the existence of a series of 
manuscript town plans at a scale of 5 feet to the mile 
(1: 1056) prepared by the Ordnance Survey of Ireland 
between 1832 and 1842. These town plans owed their 
origins to the work begun in the 1820s on the detailed 
valuation of Irish property (which developed into what 
is popularly known as the Griffith Valuation). The 
Ordnance Survey was engaged in mapping the whole 
country in a series of admirable maps at 6 inches to the 
mile, and agreed to prepare plans of some eighty towns 
at ten times that scale. (Some of the northern towns, 
begun at an early stage, are on smaller scales, e.g. 1:2376.) 
The plans were not intended for publication, and are by 
no means uniform in content. Some show only the basic 
urban framework of buildings, yards, gardens, etc., with 
a few names attached to principal buildings; while the best 
are well-annotated and extremely detailed with orchards, 
pumps, wells, gateposts, streetlamps and other minor 
features (Figure 1). 

It was decided, for the purposes of the Irish atlas, to 
take the information from these manuscript plans, and, 
working at 1:1056, to adjust it to the planimetry of the 
more accurately-surveyed published town plans at 1:500 
or 1: 1056 scale of the second half of the nineteenth 
century (called for convenience the c.1870 plans). Since 
the manuscript plans do not always show the divisions 
between individual houses, these features are derived 
where possible from the contemporary or slightly later 
(and often undated) manuscript plans in the General 
Valuation Office. One refmement has been to use solid 
lines for features still extant on the c.1870 plans and 
dotted lines for those features that had disappeared by 
that date. This serves to distinguish items the positions 
of which are known with certainty from those that cannot 
be exactly determined. It also incidentally provides a use
ful means of observing the amount of change that took 
place in the core areas of the towns over the middle years 
of the century. This was a period of stagnation, if not 
actual decline, following from the famine years of 
1845-8, and except where a railway has cut a swathe 
through the built-up area, the changes in many towns are 
visibly not great. 

Where there is a good manuscript town plan and a 
c.1870 published plan, the production of the reconstruc
tion map is, therefore, presenting no particular difficulties. 
There are, however, towns regarded as indispensable to 
our series that lack the necessary maps. For instance, 
Kells, Co. Meath, a small but important medieval ecclesias
tical town now under preparation, has no c.1870 plan. 
The manuscript map of 1836 is by necessity being re
plotted on to a 1:2500 scale sheet published in 1910, by 
which date there had been significant urban change. For a 
few towns the manuscript plan (if it ever existed) has 
apparently not survived, while in northern towns such as 
Carrickfergus and Downpatrick the first reliable plans date 
only from c.1860. In such cases the reconstruction will be 
dated as c.l840, and is being prepared from whatever 
sources are available. Thus Carrickfergus has a 1:1056 
valuation plan of 1860 and the task there was to back
revise it by twenty years using the first edition 6-inch map 
of 1832-7 and the field valuation notebooks of 1838 and 
1860. Many Irish towns are small enough to lie more or 
less within the domain of a single landlord, and have 
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Figure 1 
Kilkenny 1841, scale 1:1056. An extract from one of the more detailed of the manuscript town plans of 1832-42. 
(Ordnance Survey of Ireland) 

comprehensive early nineteenth-century estate maps: 
where there is no manuscript plan these can be drawn 
upon to supplement the 6-inch and valuation maps. 

We are confident, then, that we can produce for every 
town a detailed reconstruction dated either to a specific 
year between 1832 and 1842, or to c.1840 (Figure 2). 
This reconstruction - printed in four colours - includes 
all but very minor features from the original manuscript 
town plans, and distinguishes public from private buildings 
by the use of solid colour and tone; there is also a separate 
symbol for ruins. Gardens, orchards and other land-use 
categories are conveyed by a mixture of tone and symbols. 
Contemporary names are included wherever possible. 
Except for the largest cities, the sheet size will be 410 mm 
x 305 mm or 410 mm x 610 mm. The Northern Ireland 
Ordnance Survey, under its Chief Survey Officer Mr. 
M.J.D. Brand, was responsible for the design and is also 
undertaking the drafting for printing of these maps. 

The assistance given by the Northern Ireland Ordnance 
Survey with the reconstruction map is only one part of 
the help the atlas has received from the two Irish Ordnance 
Surveys. The other two maps specified for the scheme are 
each being provided by the appropriate Survey depart
ment. The first of these is a black-and-white map showing 
the town in its mid-nineteenth-century setting at I :50 000. 
This is being prepared from the first (1855-95) edition 
of the one inch to one mile (I: 63 360) Ordnance Survey 
map of Ireland, using the hachured version. It shows the 
town's surroundings as they were some decades after the 
date of the reconstruction map, but in practice the 
extension of the railway system is usually the only 
material change in the landscape. 

The third map common to every town is a twentieth
century Ordnance Survey plan at 1:5000 scale, to show 
the modern urban structure and - in small towns - the 
surrounding suburban development. This is being provided 
by the reduction of the most recent I :2500 sheets: in 
some cases there are new 1: 1000 maps available, but not 
surprisingly they do not reduce well to 1:5000. The 
1 :2500 sheets vary in date; for Kildare the modem map is 
dated 1974 while in Bandon, Co. Cork, now forthcoming, 
the map will be dated 1938. In Bandon we are faced with 
a town where the main street names have been changed 
(for patriotic reasons) since the 1 :2500map was published, 
and the new names are being substituted. Otherwise the 
only modification being made to these maps is the addition 
of contours in colour. (Although ideally the reconstruction 
map should carry contours, we are being content for the 
present with their inclusion on this modern map.) The 
Northern Ireland towns are being supplied with contours! 
at a 10 m interval, while the Ordnance Survey of Ireland 
is very kindly adding specially-prepared contours at a 3 m 
interval to its map extracts. 

Besides these three maps, each fascicle will include 
facsimiles of important early maps of the town. These will 
naturally be of diverse types, as already demonstrated by 
our first two towns. The earliest large-scale map of Kildare, 
as far as is known, is an estate map of 1757 by John 
Rocque; it and the two existing early nineteenth-century 
estate maps are included in the fascicle. Carrickfergus, as 
befits a town with strategic importance over many 
centuries, can boast a well-known and notable map of 
"Kragfargus towne" of c.1560 and a variety of other 
representations from the sixteenth and seventeenth 
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Figure 2 
(a) Kildare 1838; (b) Carrickfergus c.1840. Extracts from two of the published reconstruction maps, scale 1:2500. 
(Royal Irish Academy) 
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centuries and later. In this case it was possible to select 
for inclusion six facsimiles showing the street pattern 
from c.1560to 1821. The map and plate section concludes 
for each town with a modern air photograph and a c.1900 
photograph to show the typical building fabric. All these 
items are being printed by the Ordnance Survey of Ireland, 
thanks to the Assistant Survey Director, Commandant 
M.C. Walsh. 

All the maps and plates are loose-leaf, for teaching and 
display purposes. They are separate from the text section, 
which is stitched and which will, for most towns, be of 
12 or 16 large-format pages. The text itself falls into two 
distinct units. The first is an essay of 8-12 000 words 
explaining the development of the town's topography, 
and illustrated by thematic maps. This essay gives the 
contributor some opportunity to express his or her 
individual viewpoint in an otherwise tightly-controlled 
project. The second unit, which was originally modelled 
on a similar section in the Rheinischer Stiidteatlas (where, 
however, there is no essay), is a Topographical Information 
section, which sets out all the pre-1900 elements of the 
town with information concerning each in a condensed 
form. The section begins with nine parts on the town as a 
whole: Name, with early forms, current spellings and 
derivation; Legal status; Parliamentary status; Population; 
Housing; etc. The remaining material is grouped under 
thirteen headings, beginning with Streets, Religion, 

FULL DETAILS FROM 

Defence and concluding with Education, Entertainment, 
Residence. All known street names and all activities, 
public and private, that give rise to some topographical 
expression are included here, together with samples of 
characteristic housing types. The Topographical Infor
mation is proving to be a most interesting section, but 
one which it is practicable to compile given our limited 
resources only because of the small size of most pre-1900 
Irish towns. 

In addition to Kildare and Carrickfergus already in 
print and the seventeenth-century plantation town of 
Bandon appearing shortly, three other towns are expected 
to reach publication stage soon. These are Kells, Co. Meath, 
already mentioned; Athlone, an Anglo-Norman town on a 
major crossing point of the River Shannon; and Bray, Co. 
Wicklow, a largely nineteenth-century seaside resort. 
The mammoth work of preparing the 1838 reconstruction 
map of Belfast is almost complete and the next task is to 
find the substantial funding necessary for its drafting. We 
have not until recently thought of any kind of sponsor
ship, but the increasing cost of drafting the 4-colour maps 
may soon make this necessary even for medium-sized 
towns. In the meantime we are happy to be providing our 
Irish contribution to the wider scheme, and to be making 
comparative urban material available to foreign scholars, 
to our own researchers and to local historians, archaeolo
gists and planners. 
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