
A PROPOSED SURVEY OF LANCASHIRE BY 
FRANCIS AND NETLAM GILES

BY J. B. HARLEY, B.A., PH.D.

THE history of map-making, like the history of technical 
progress in general, is as much a record of failures as of 

successes. Certainly in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries for almost every new English county map that was 
published there is a record of a comparable scheme that 
misfired. But these unsuccessful ventures, where they are 
documented, can add depth to the study of cartographical 
progress; moreover, as much of the evidence for English county 
cartography is by nature fragmentary, even minor episodes 
will have to be analysed before a coherent history can be pieced 
together. The present note is concerned with the proposals of 
Francis and Netlam Giles to survey Lancashire during 1816 in 
order to produce a map at a scale of one-inch to one mile. 
Our knowledge of this scheme, and of its relationship to 
Christopher Greenwood's map of Lancashire published in 1818, 
is derived mainly from the papers of Matthew Gregson the 
Liverpool antiquarian. (1) Gregson was an assiduous collector 
of publishers' advertisements and, scattered amongst the 
bric-a-brac of his letter books, (2) are several printed prospectuses 
for both the Giles's and Greenwood surveys. These illustrate 
the business methods of county map-makers, the growing 
competition between them, and also confirm a brisk demand 
for up-to-date topographical maps.

Francis Giles, the civil engineer (1787-1847), will be perhaps 
best known to Lancashire historians for his uncompromising 
opposition in the 1820s to George Stephenson's scheme to 
route the Liverpool and Manchester Railway across Chat 
Moss. Less is known about his earlier career except that he was 
a surveyor, particularly of engineering projects, and that his 
best-known work such as his surveys of the Thames, Mersey, 
Wear and Tyne was executed under the direction of John

111 See H. A. Taylor, "Matthew Gregson and the Pursuit of Taste", TRANS 
ACTIONS, Vol. 110 (1958), pp. 157-76. 

'"Liverpool Record Office, 920 GRE.2.
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198 SURVEY OF LANCASHIRE

Rennie. Netlam Giles, his elder brother, was also a surveyor 
practising in London; and, in partnership with Francis he had 
surveyed the proposed London and Cambridge Junction 
Canal (3) and the Bedford to Simpson Canal from 1810 to 1812. 
Then, in 1814, the Giles brothers extended their interests into 
the field of topographical surveying, publishing in 1815 a town 
plan of Leeds,' 41 which was followed in 1816 by their most 
ambitious cartographic project a new survey of Lancashire 
which would replace the then out-of-date map (1787) of the 
county by William Yates.

This scheme was first made public in Liverpool in June 1816 
when the prospectus reproduced below (Plate 20) was circulated 
together with a testimonial signed by John Rennie. In the latter 
document, the eminent engineer assured would-be subscribers 
that "Netlam and Francis Giles have been employed under me 
for upwards of fourteen years in making various Land and 
Maritime Surveys and who from their extensive practise and 
thorough Knowledge of the principles of surveying are perfectly 
Competent to Make Surveys of Counties in a Scientific and 
accurate manner". (5) At the same time, additional publicity 
for the scheme was gained through advertisement in the county 
newspaper s |(i) and, finally, by a door-to-door canvass of possible 
customers. Once an individual had agreed to subscribe he was 
supplied, from time to time, with printed lists of all subscribers. 
Matthew Gregson preserved these, and thus we have a record 
of the growing support for the project in Lancashire. By 14 July 
1816 even prior to newspaper advertisement 225 names had 
been collected; shortly afterwards there were 305; on the next 
list 500 names appeared; by 9 September this number had risen 
to 627; and, finally, by 21 October 1816, 750 had agreed to 
subscribe. (7) This obvious demand for a new map contrasted to 
the sluggish fashion in which comparable eighteenth-century 
surveys were sometimes patronised. But this is not so surprising, 
for men had the example of the new Board of Ordnance maps 
before them, which, by 1816, covered the country roughly south 
of a line from Bristol to London. (8) Moreover the Giles survey 
was to be based on the published measurements of the trigono-

I3> F. G. Emmison (ed.). Catalogue of maps in the Essex Record Office 1566- 
1855 (1947), p. 70.

141 K. J. Bonser and H. Nichols, "Printed Maps and Plans of Leeds, 1711- 
1900", Thoresby Society Publications, Vol. XLVII (1960), p. 133.

(5 > L.R.O., 920 ORE 2/1, p. 223.
161 First in Gore's General Advertiser, 18 July 1816.
"' L.R.O., 920 ORE 2/1, pp. 241, 264. 287, 336, and 2/2, p. 122.
181 For a diagram showing the coverage of the early Ordnance Survey maps 

see J. B. Harley and C. W. Phillips, The Historian's Guide to Ordnance Survey 
Maps, Standing Conference for Local History Pamphlet (1964), p. 8.
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metrical survey (for the principal triangulation of England and 
Wales)' 91 and this gave it a mathematical framework of un 
questionable precision. If any subscriber could still doubt "the 
authenticity of the survey" the two brothers, following an 
eighteenth-century practice, proposed to publish a Memoir 
with the map which was to contain "the Angles, and their 
Computations, by which the relative Distances of the principal 
Objects in the County will be determined and the process of the 
Work explained". 110 '

An examination of the lists of subscribers throws light on the 
map-buying public of 1816. Matthew Gregson, who appears on 
the first list of subscribers, may well have been seeking a 
quid pro quo, for we may note that both Francis and Netlam 
Giles subsequently became subscribers to his own Portfolio of 
Fragments, Relative to the History and Antiquities of the County 
Palatine and Duchy of Lancaster, published in 1817. Indeed, 
in this work, he went out of his way to point out that although 
"Yates Map of the County ... is the largest, latest, and most 
accurate; since its date, however, alterations as to all the 
hundreds, names of gentlemen's present residences, and other 
local circumstances, have occurred which render another 
desirable", and, in a footnote, drew attention to the Giles's 
prospectus. 1 n) In general, however, the surveyors, like most 
of their eighteenth-century predecessors first cultivated noble 
patronage, and the lists were headed by 'His Royal Highness 
the Prince Regent' together with a sprinkling of lesser aristo 
crats. But the survey had also acquired subscribers in some 
scientific circles, including John Pond, the astronomer royal, 
his friend Edward Troughton, the scientific instrument maker, 
as well as William Mudge and Thomas Colby of the trigono 
metrical survey. John Rennie was a subscriber, and he may have 
persuaded his friends, the James Watts, senior and junior, of the 
Soho Manufactory that the scheme deserved their support. 
Several leading London cartographers, including Aaron 
Arrowsmith, John Cary and Charles Smith, and the map 
engraver Samuel Neele intended to purchase the map: such 
map-sellers missed no opportunity to compile new materials 
with which to revise their own maps. Of the local subscribers 
the greatest number, 190, were recorded in Manchester, but 
Liverpool came second with 125 subscribers. Such lists would 
repay more detailed analysis by map historians. For example,

<9) William Mudge and Isaac Dalby, An Account of the operations carried on 
for accomplishing a trigonometrical survey of England, 3 Vols. (1799-1811). Many 
early ninteenih-century survey were based on this trignometrical survey.

I10) L.R.O., 920 ORE 2/2, p. 122.
1111 Matthew Gregson, Portfolio of Fragments (1817), p. 253.
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the occupations of the Liverpool subscribers, as recorded in a 
contemporary trade directory,* 121 reveal the popularity of the 
survey in the business and professional community of the town. 
Nearly 40 merchants had subscribed, over a dozen attorneys, as 
well as bankers, booksellers, custom's officers, stage-coach 
operators, the "Master of the Lunatic Asylum, Walton Lodge", 
the "Receiver General of the land tax for the County of Lan- 
caster" (13) and the parish of Liverpool. For many, an accurate 
map had become an accepted adjunct to local administration 
and commerce: county surveys had ceased to be, if they ever 
had been, merely an accessory to the country gentleman's 
library.

The energy with which subscribers were recruited was not 
matched by progress with the survey. Mathew Gregson may 
have commented on the delay to Francis Giles because the latter 
wrote him in March 1817 saying that he "felt obliged for your 
suggestions but perhaps you are not aware that I have had the 
misfortune to lose my poor Brother since I returned from 
Lancashire which has prevented me commencing the operations 
for that Survey for the present. I hope however to be soon able 
to arrange matters to go on with it". (14) The death of Netlam 
Giles in 1817 thus halted the scheme. Francis Giles still hoped 
to complete it, but only in between several other enterprises. 
Even while writing to Gregson, for example, he was preparing 
to leave for Wexford, Ireland, on a new commission. The map 
of Lancashire was shelved. Giles, like many eighteenth-century 
surveyors, had only dabbled in county map-making. Finally, a 
year later, in March 1818 he sent out a last circular letter:

"... I am deeply concerned to acquaint you that the unexpected Dissolution of 
my Brother and Partner, Mr. Netlam Giles, which occurred soon after he and 
myself had fully determined on commencing the Survey, compelled me to suspend 
it, until I should have arranged his Family Affairs. I nevertheless encouraged a 
hope of being able to accomplish the Work; but our joint Business having wholly 
devolved to me, I now find it impracticable to bestow that personal attention to 
the Survey, which accuracy would have required, without prejudice to my 
Private business. Under these circumstances therefore, I am induced to decline 
the undertaking, rather than inefficiently execute it. . . " I15)

His engineering practice, one may conclude, was becoming too 
lucrative a competitor for the county survey. Such unique and 
personal influences still determined the availability of good 
maps in early nineteenth-century England. 

There was, however, another side to these events, which

1121 Gore's Directory (1816). 
1131 Ibid., passim. 
1141 L.R.O. 920 GRE 2/2, p. 88. 
1151 L.R.O., 920 GRE 2/1, p. 288.
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illustrates the start of a scramble by private map-makers to 
resurvey the English counties in the face of threatened compe 
tition from the Ordnance Survey. The Giles's scheme, from its 
outset, competed with the similar proposals, to re-map Lanca 
shire, of the Yorkshire surveyor Christopher Greenwood. In 
one sense, the evidence savours of opportunism on the part of 
Francis Giles because he had instructed Greenwood in the 
techniques of trigonometrical survey during the latter's survey 
of Yorkshire commencing in 1815 and was thus familiar with 
his plans. (16) But did he really pirate his pupil's idea to survey 
Lancashire as well as Yorkshire? Greenwood's correspondence 
to the Liverpool newspaper at least insinuated that this was so: 
"I was twelve months ago, led to a positive determination to 
make an entire new map [of Lancashire] from actual survey, . . . 
my plans were for that intent arranged, my establishment of 
surveyors for the completion of the surveys of the two counties 
of York and Lancaster formed, and my prospectus regularly 
inserted in the Lancashire papers several weeks previous to the 
appearance of any opposition, and positively before any 
application had been made to a single individual in Lancashire 
by my opponents who were informed of my design from its 
first formation." 1171 The Greenwood advertisement had indeed 
appeared in the newspapers just before that of the Giles 
brothers, and, around the same time, he had circulated a copy of 
his prospectus' 18) (see Plate 21) from which it can be seen that 
the two schemes were almost identical.

Whether or not there was sharp practice by either party must 
remain unresolved, but it is interesting that the rival schemes 
continued to be canvassed in Lancashire simultaneously. Giles, 
as we have seen, quickly secured 750 suscribers; but a year later, 
by July 1817, Greenwood could also claim that nearly 1,000 
subscribers had "favoured this work with their support". (19) 
If this was so (and one printed list Greenwood sent to Gregson 
enumerated about 750 subscribers to his Lancashire survey) 
it means that, taking the two schemes together, and as the two 
lists of subscribers were different, there were up to 1,500 
customers willing to purchase an up-to-date map of Lancashire 
in 1817. It may be recalled, that William Yates thirty years 
earlier had hoped to sell at most 800 copies of his new map: 120 ' 
Lancashire's rising population, its growing industries and its

1161 J. B. Harley, Christopher Greenwood County Map-Maker (1962), p. 3. 
1171 Gore's General Advertiser, 25 July 1816. 
I18> L.R.O., 920 ORE 2/1, pp. 220 and 267. 
1191 Gore's General Advertiser, 3 July 1817.
(ZO) J. B. Harley, "William Yates and Peter Burdett", TRANSACTIONS, 

Vol. 115(1963), p. 131.



SURVEY OF LANCASHIRE 205

Plate 22

PART OF

vlate zz

CHRISTOPHER GREENWOOD'S MAP OF LANCASHIRE, 
1818

The scale of this reproduction is approximately two-thirds of the original at 
one inch to one mile



206 SURVEY OF LANCASHIRE

quickening commerce had surely widened the cartographer's 
market.

Greenwood was clearly the beneficiary of Francis Giles's 
withdrawal from the survey for the case for a new map had 
received double publicity. Moreover, once Francis Giles had 
abandoned his scheme Greenwood felt "no Impropriety in thus 
candidly and publicly announcing it; and, at the same time to 
say to those of his Subscribers who may be willing to make an 
immediate Transfer of their names they will be furnished with 
proof impressions". (21) It could have been a rare boost to the 
newly-established firm of cartographers, who then proceeded 
to survey Cheshire. Here, in a less populous county, another of 
the prospectuses kept by Gregson reveals a smaller total (but 
still fairly large by eighteenth-century standards) of nearly 500 
subscribers. (22)

(an The Preston Chronicle and Lancaster Advertiser, 11 April 1818. 
1221 L.R.O., 920 ORE 2/29.


