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One of the most efficient ways of finding a location of a place, whether it is from 
decades ago or at the present time, is to make use of a map, which can be available 
as a printed document or in a digital form. For those interested in the history of a 
particular area, maps are important sources of information and are used not only by 
historians and geographers, but by many other professionals such as architects, planners, 
civil engineers, builders and developers. For historians, maps are one of the sources 
that family or local historians might use in conjunction with other sources such as 
directories, census returns and photographs, to build up a picture of where someone 
might have lived or to create an impression as to how an area might have looked. In 
the United Kingdom there is a series of maps that go back to the early nineteenth 
century and cover the whole country at different scales. These are published by the 
Ordnance Survey (OS) and can be invaluable for research purposes. In this article I 
will be examining the information that OS maps can provide for Manchester and the 
surrounding area, although it should be remembered that the same information can also 
be found for the remainder of the country. 

OS maps are probably the most regularly consulted maps by historians interested 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as these maps cover over two hundred years of 
development, both urban and rural. Prior to the introduction of OS maps, there were 
maps covering counties, towns and estates. All maps have one thing in common – they 
show a particular area at a specific time. In the case of printed maps, the area is frozen 
in time whilst with digital maps, they can be easily updated. Unless a digital edition 
is saved in some form or other, alterations mean they might not show an area at a 
particular point in time. 

The accessibility of historic maps has never been greater than it is today as many 
have been reprinted or digitised so it is no longer necessary to visit the local library or 
record office to consult certain types of map. It should be remembered that there are 
maps, such as estate plans that still have to be consulted in libraries and record offices. 
It was in the late 1960s that some of the first reproductions of maps began to appear. In 
1969, six maps of Manchester between 1741 and 1848 were commercially reprinted, 
making them general available for historians and others to consult at their leisure. 

Is there a map that covers ….?
Chris Makepeace
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The first old OS maps to be reprinted appeared in 1970 when David and 
Charles reprinted the first edition of the 1-inch-to-1-mile (1:63,360) series with a short 
introduction by Dr J.B. Harley on the survey and how the information was presented. 
The first edition has also been reprinted by the Cassini Publishing Company who 
have re-scaled it to conform with the 1:50,000 Landranger series and added grid lines 
making it possible to compare original and modern editions. There have been several 
editions of the 1-inch-to-1-mile map. Alan Godfrey has reprinted the edition from 
the end of the nineteenth century covering England and Wales, but not Scotland. 
Most reprints have appeared in sheet form, but in 1989, the Alderman Press published 
The Village Atlas which traced the growth of Manchester and parts of Lancashire and 
Cheshire between 1840 and 1912, rescaling the maps to around 2 inches to 1 mile.

When larger scale maps have been reprinted, the areas covered have been limited 
simply because of the number of sheets that are involved is too great to undertake such 
a project except in a digital format. For instance, it takes 112 sheets to cover Lancashire 
at a scale of 6 inches to 1 mile (1:10,560). In the early 1980s, Neil Richardson reprinted 
several of the south-east Lancashire sheets of the first edition of 1845, a project that 
was an important step in making these maps more widely and easily available. Later, 
both Lancashire and Cheshire were reproduced on DVDs. Around the same time as 
Richardson was reprinting the south-east Lancashire maps, in the north-east Alan 
Godfrey began to reprint some of the 25-inch-to-1-mile (1:2,500) series for urban 
areas and county towns. In order to get a complete sheet onto a single A3 sheet, he 
photographically reduced the scale to around 14 inches to 1 mile and on the reverse 
he added an essay about the area covered. Godfrey has also reprinted a few of the large 
scale 5-feet-to-1-mile maps of the mid-nineteenth century covering central areas.

Manchester, 1 inch to 
1 mile, 1896
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 Regarding the importance of maps to historians, it has been suggested that maps 
can enhance our appreciation of where past generations lived, played and worked. If 
maps are used in conjunction with other sources, such as newspapers, directories and 
illustrations, they can provide a snapshot of the landscape at a particular time. In 1992 
Alan Godfrey wrote that ‘maps are about places and, via them, about people too. The 
two are inter-woven’.1 He added that there are some family historians who are only 
interested in their location of the family home and ‘overlook the fact that the next sheet 
might include the factory where [he] … worked, the pub where he drank and the tram 
lines that carried him home.’2 However, as their research develops, many acquire an 
interest in the area where their ancestors lived, and with it the need to use maps which, 
according to Beech and Mitchell in Maps for family and local history (2004),3 had led to 
an increase interest in old maps since 1945. 

The usefulness of a map can depend on why it was originally prepared. One of the 
captions in an exhibition in the Vienna City Museum tracing the development of the 
city through maps explained that ‘A given map contains the information and message 
that is supposed to be communicated in accordance with that map’s purpose. […] Maps 
are generally considered to be objective and neutral. Nonetheless they are selective. They 
comply with the interests of those who commissioned them.’ In other words, maps are 
produced for a specific purpose and there are those who want them to support their 
argument. However, for many it is not the ‘political’ side of a map that is important, 
but the information that can be found there. A similar argument was put forward by 
Bagley and Hodgkiss in Lancashire: a history of the county palatine in early maps (1985), 
when they point out that maps ‘as historical sources […] are not always so impersonal 

Manchester 25 inches 
to 1 mile. Lancashire 
sheet 104.10, 1896
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or reliable as on the surface they appear. The wise historian handles their evidence with 
as much caution and circumspection.’4 In other words, all maps, including OS maps, 
should be treated with caution as they may have been prepared for a specific purpose 
and include errors that might have been deliberately included to satisfy potential clients. 
They suggest that to assess a map, it is necessary to try and discover the reasons behind 
its preparation, the work of the surveyor and any specific type of customer he may have 
had in mind at the time.5

One important thing that historians and other users of historic maps should 
bear in mind is that the date on the actual sheet may not be as accurate as one would 
expect it to be. With non-OS maps, they were sometimes reprinted with just the date 
being changed whilst with OS maps, there can be several dates to be found which 
will indicate the date of the original survey, the date of re-levelling, the date of re-
surveying and the date of publication. This can lead to a certain amount of confusion 
as buildings or structures may have been erected before the date of publication but 
not shown on the map. For instance there is a version of the 1:10,560 sheet 104 for 
Manchester which includes the Ancoats curve, opened in 1852, which still bears the 
date ‘1845’. Sometimes, there is confusion over which date actually relates to the map 
and the information that is included. For example, the first edition of the 1:2,500 map 
for central Bolton6 includes the date at the time of the map stating that it is the ‘First 
Edition 1893’ whilst in the bottom left-hand corner there is the date of the original 
survey, namely 1889–1890 with a further date stating that it was reprinted in 1900. 
There is no indication as to whether any alterations were made for the reprinting of the 
sheet. The next edition is dated ‘1910’ and does indicate that the area was resurveyed 
‘1907–8’, so presumably there was some up-dating of the information shown. Whatever 
happens, there is always a lag between survey and publication as the new information 
has to be transferred from the surveyor’s notes to the actual sheet. Today, this is much 
easier as much of it is done electronically.

There are occasions when information appears to be missing. Sometimes this is 
due to the site being left blank for reasons of national security, but sometimes, small 
pieces of information are not to be found, often because they have been forgotten 
about. For example, a residential property on Norbury Hollow between Hazel Grove 
and High Lane and known as ‘The Clock House’ was associated with Poynton coal 
mines so there are several mine shafts in the area. When research was being undertaken 
for a book on Poynton’s collieries, the owner was asked if he knew of any shafts in 
the area that were not recorded. He did not, but the author pointed out one that was 
located in front of his garage door which took several days to make safe. 

It can also be a problem when trying to find a particular street, especially when 
using the large-scale maps. A street directory can be helpful if one is available, but unless 
there is a street index, it can be time consuming. In the case of Manchester and Salford, 
the Manchester & Lancashire Family History Society have compiled an index for the 
1:2,500 sheets in the Godfrey edition covering the central and inner city whilst three 
A–Z volumes have been published for Edwardian Liverpool enabling individual streets 
and public buildings to be located.
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Another problem for the unwary can be changes in names of places and in 
their spelling. Sometimes names are changed at the request of local residents such as 
Bugsworth to Buxworth, but others are the result of the surveyor mis-hearing the name 
and noting down what he thought he heard rather than the actual name itself. For 
instance, in the Queensbury area of Bradford, Yorkshire, there is a short road called 
‘Cockin Lane’. In the margin of the map, where there is a continuation of the road, it 
is referred to as ‘Cocking Lane’, where the ‘g’ appears to have been being added by the 
OS. The A–Z of the area actually gives the correct name for the road. The lesson is that 
if it is not possible to find the name of a street sought, think of alternative spellings or 
the addition of letters. Sometimes, unofficial names have been added as happened on 
Long Millgate where the ‘Poet’s Corner’ was given as the name of a section of it on the 
5-feet map of 1849.

The use made of OS maps will differ according to the requirements of the user. A 
family historian may want to discover the type of house and area where their ancestors 
lived together with the proximity of the family home to the workplace or discover the 
nearest place of worship. For example, at a family history fair at Aintree, a lady was 
delighted to discover that the relevant map not only included her grandparent’s house, 
but also that of her parents and where she was brought up. On another occasion, a map 
of Chorlton-cum-Hardy from around 1905 helped a property owner account for why 
part of the garden was always very wet – the map showed the existence of a pond before 
the houses were built. Local historians may not be interested in the occupants of a 
particular property, but will be interested in the changes that will have taken place over 
a period of time. 

The interest of developers, builders and civil engineers in the larger-scale old maps 
of areas where they are working or likely to be working has increased in recent years, 
with legislation making it necessary not only to appoint archaeological consultants for 
major developments, but also to be aware of polluted soil, often caused by industry. 
The last thing developers and builders want are delays and additional expenditure as 
might have been the case when around 1980, plans were drawn up for the erection of 
some industrial units in the Angel Street area of Manchester. As a result of information 
shown on the maps of the area, the architects had to make alterations to the layout of 
the site as it was discovered that there had been a well in front of the door of one of the 
units. The scheme was altered to make allowances for this and ensure that the well was 
properly capped and sealed. 

Not undertaking research on the previous use of the site can be expensive as it can 
result in unforeseen additional expenditure as happened when a new building was being 
constructed for the College of Commerce at the corner of Minshull Street and Aytoun 
Street on the banks of the Rochdale Canal. When work on the foundations started, the 
builders came up against a layer of slag resulting in an additional £20,000 having to be 
spent on the foundations. A few minutes consulting the 1849 1:1,056 map of the area 
would have alerted them to a potential problem as the map clearly showed the existence 
of an iron works on the site. 
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In the summer of 1973, when trial bores were being made to establish the 
underlying geology of central Manchester in preparation for building the ‘Picc-Vic’ 
underground system, the bore at the junction of Spring Gardens and York Street 
produced a fountain much to the surprise of the contractors who were unaware of the 
fact that there were springs in the area. These were shown on the relevant sheet of 1849 
1:1,056 series. When the existence of these maps was pointed out to the contractors, 
they acquired a set covering the route they were test-boring. 

The existence of these large-scale maps for some towns and cities is a bonus, but 
even in rural areas, where the biggest scale available might only be 1:2,500, such maps 
can be very helpful. For example, when the parish council in Disley decided to build 
a car park on a piece of land close to the station which tended to be very damp, it was 
necessary to establish why this was the case. The tithe map showed a lake which had 
been mentioned when the Ram’s Head had been rebuilt in 1841. From this map it was 
obvious that the lake had been partially filled when the railway was built between 1854 
and 1857 although small portions of it remained and were marked on the 25-inch-to-1-
mile map covering the village. It appeared that the planned car park was on part of the 
remaining section of the lake. It answered the question as to why the land was damp. 
Mystery solved, and the car park built. 

Manchester 5 feet to 1 
mile. Sheet 29, 1849
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Prior to the OS publishing maps that cover the whole country, those requiring 
maps are forced to rely on county maps, town plans, estate maps, enclosure awards and 
tithe maps. Tithe maps are probably the most useful as they date from the 1830s and 
1840s as the country was beginning to become an urban society. Not only do the tithe 
maps cover the rural areas, but they also include areas on the fringes of towns and cities 
which are not covered by maps of the town itself. Tithe maps not only show fields and 
their boundaries, but also roads, tracks, footpaths, woods, water courses and ponds, 
sand pits, quarries, farm buildings, industrial sites and domestic property. Each parcel 
of land is numbered and by consulting the accompanying schedule, it is possible to 
discover who the landowner was, the name of the occupier, the size and use of the fields 
and sometimes their names. 

The earliest OS series was 1 inch to 1 mile, initially prepared for military 
purposes, and gradually extended to cover the whole country. By the middle of the 
1840s, an area south of a line from Preston to Hull had been mapped and published. 
The maps made it possible to ascertain the size of a community and the layout of the 
streets, the location of places of worship and other public buildings and transport 
facilities. In the rural areas, field boundaries are given together with place names, the 
names of rivers and streams, other topographical features as well as estates, public 
houses and occasionally names of roads. Another feature of the first series was the 
use of shading to indicate the topography, a feature that made it difficult to see place 
names and features in the more hilly and mountainous areas. In later editions, contour 
lines were used to show height. Since the first edition was published, there has been a 
number of new editions, some of which contain features that one might not expect to 
find, such as bomb sites, on an edition published in the late 1940s. 

Shortly after the introduction of the 1:63,360 for parts of Lancashire, the OS 
published a larger-scale map at 6 inches to 1 mile, which also extended to cover parts 
of west Yorkshire. With the exception of the tithe maps, this was the first detailed map 
for the more rural areas. There was not 1:10,560 for Cheshire until the 1870s and the 
sheets for Lancashire were not revised until the 1890s. These 1:10,560 sheets were 

Disley 1907, 25 miles 
to one inch. Cheshire 
sheet 20.14
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initially published on a county basis with adjacent counties ignored which could result 
in some sheets, such as Lancashire sheet 111 covering only a very small area with much 
of the sheet remaining blank. This could lead to rather bizarre situations such as railway 
lines and canals that crossed into another county stopping dead at the border and re-
appearing when it re-entered the county. 

The larger the scale, the smaller the area covered, but the amount of detail given 
is greater. Thus, for both towns and villages, it is possible to identify major roads, some 
of which are named, and some less important urban roads can also be identified, but 
it is not possible to identify individual properties. The maps also enable the location of 
places of worship to be identified as well as public buildings, industrial locations and 
transport facilities. In the less developed areas, the map includes information on names 
of places and even terraces as well as roads, footpaths and tracks, and administrative 
and field boundaries. These 1:10,560 maps are useful in providing information on the 
fringes of large towns like Manchester and Bolton. For example, it is possible to get a 
good impression of Gorton and the surrounding areas in the middle of the nineteenth 
century from sheet 104.

During the 1870s, the OS introduced a series at 25 inches to 1 mile (1:250) 
which includes a wealth of information on the area covered and which can be used to 
answer many questions that family historians and others might want answering. As the 
scale is much larger than the maps that had been published for most of the country 
at the time it is sometimes necessary to consult an adjacent sheet for building up a 
complete picture. Godfrey points out that it is the level of detail that gives their maps 

Lancashire 6 inch to 
one mile. Sheet 104, 
1845
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such interest and enabled the ‘juxtaposition of industry, housing, transport’ to be seen 
all in detail, ‘so that we can see how one grew up and helped the other to develop’. He 
adds that these maps ‘record the changes that have taken place in both the industrial 
and residential property and that their disappearance serves to show how important 
maps are to the historian’.7

Although details of streets can be found in directories, these 1:2,500 maps 
provide similar information in a visual format. Many of the streets are shown and 
named, although the very small ones, although marked, are too small to be named. The 
detail is such that it is possible to identify back-to-back houses, courtyard dwellings 
as well as individual terraced houses, semi-detached properties and detached villas. 
Maps of this scale include a lot of local detail such as ward boundaries, individual 
houses, schools and places of worship, some of which are given their dedication and the 
denomination to which they belong. Banks, drill halls, hotels, public houses and police 
stations are shown, as well as swimming baths, libraries, drinking fountains, statues and 
parks where for the larger ones, ponds, boating lakes, footpaths, bandstands, lodges and 
play facilities appear. These maps provide information which involved the lives of those 
living in the area at the time the map was surveyed. It is not only family, local and social 
historians who find these maps so useful, since the scale and detail has enabled others 
to make use of the maps and use them to record other information. For instance, the 
1:2,500 was used by the Valuation Office in 1912 to record the type of property that 
existed in urban areas whilst in the Second World War it formed the basis for a national 
survey of farmland.8

These 1:2,500 maps are also important sources of information on industry and 
transport. In the case of industry, not only are mills and factories marked, but in the 
case of the larger sites, so are their names and what they produce. The maps also give an 
indication of the size of the site together with features like chimneys, cranes and internal 
railway systems. In the case of disused industrial premises, these too are indicated 
together with a note that they are ‘disused’. In the matter of transport facilities, these 
are also shown in great detail. Where rivers are shown, their direction of flow is given 
as well as the existence of any retaining walls. In the case of canals, one can identify the 
location of locks, canal-side cranes as well as the towpath. Railways are also recorded 
in detail with the names of the owners of various lines given, together with the names 
of stations, sidings and goods yards. The detail given does not stop there as these maps 
also show tracks and points together with signal boxes, signal and mile posts and even 
sidings. It is even possible to locate where points and crossovers exist. 

The 1:2,500 series is not restricted to urban areas, but also covers rural areas, 
making it the first series of large-scale maps to cover these types of area. The same 
level of detail is included as for those covering urban areas, including details of roads, 
lanes and tracks as well as isolated groups of houses, farms, woods, cloughs and other 
topographic features. Not only are fields and their boundaries shown, but each field 
has been given a number which is shown on the map together with its acreage. Such 
information is of interest to those involved in research or whose ancestors came from 
the countryside. 
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The 1:2,500 series covers the whole country, but there are two series which are 
restricted to built-up areas. These are at a scale of 60 inches to 1 mile (known as 5 feet 
to a mile) and the other is 120 inches to 1 mile (known as 10 feet to a mile). Both 
series would have been very useful to local authorities as the detail and scale enables 
them to be used for a variety of purposes such as sewage schemes. The 5-feet maps 
were produced in the middle of the nineteenth century and covered some of the larger 
industrial towns in the north of England, whilst the 10-feet series first appeared towards 
the end of the century. The 5-feet series includes an amazing amount of detail from 
the main roads to the smallest of streets, alleys and courts, all of which are named. 
In addition, individual buildings, terraces, churches, public buildings, theatres and 
even public houses are identified and occasionally named. This series also includes 
the internal layout of churches, theatres, hospitals, workhouses and prisons, a fact 
that has caused concern to the prison service who were afraid that these maps might 
help with the planning of escapes. The maps do not include the internal layout of 
industrial and commercial premises. Other details that can be found on these maps 
include the location of lamp-posts, fire hydrants, springs, fountains and even spot 
heights. When it comes to transport facilities, the same care is given in the provision 
of detail. For instance, in the case of canals, the locks are numbered whilst the names 
of the warehouses are given as are general details about the wharves. Railway facilities 
are also recorded in a similar amount of detail. From the map, it is possible to discover 
where there were points, cross-overs, the line of the electric telegraph, signal posts and 
turntables. Where there are important stations, details of facilities are recorded such as 
waiting and refreshment rooms. 

The 10-feet-to-1-mile series is very detailed including information such as the 
names of buildings, public houses and churches. These maps do not have the detailed 
internal layouts as the 5-feet series although in some cases, there are interior details 
for churches such as the location of the pulpit, names of side chapels and even the 

Manchester, 5 feet to 1 
mile. Sheet 33, 1849
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position of internal columns. Street furniture is clearly shown together with the edge 
of pavements and tramlines. As each sheet concentrates on a small area, several sheets 
are often necessary to cover a larger area. In some towns, such as Manchester, a partial 
revision was undertaken in the early twentieth century, but never completed to due to 
outbreak of war in 1914.

Whether you are a historian, a developer or just someone who is interested in 
the way a place or area developed or looked, it is the larger scale maps that are a useful 
source of information and can be helpful in your work. Taken with other sources, maps, 
and especially those published by the OS, can provide information that might otherwise 
have been overlooked when undertaking research. A full list of the Godfrey edition 
maps can be found on www.alangodfreymaps.co.uk. 

Thanks to Alan Godfrey for permission to copy the map extracts.
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