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bartholoMew’s MInIature Maps 
of southern afrICa

A scarce edition of The British Colonial Pocket Atlas revealed
Roger Stewart

In 2007 I received a gift of maps of South Africa and the Cape 
Colony that had been removed from a Bartholomew’s British 
Colonial Pocket Atlas dated 1889. The maps contained 
information that was available only after the Second 
Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902); how was this possible? 
The Bartholomew Archive at the National Library of 
Scotland reveals, that in November 1902, J. Bartholomew & 
Co., Edinburgh printed 1000 copies of the atlas and six other 
maps for the publisher John Walker and Co. of London. The 
new maps were inserted into an unrecorded, short-run update 
of the atlas dated 1889, but probably published in 1903.

The British Colonial Pocket Atlas1 
In 1886 John Bartholomew (1831–1893) produced a 
miniature atlas published by John Walker and Co. in 
1887 in London:2 The British Colonial Pocket Atlas, A 
complete series of maps illustrating the geography of the British 
Empire. With complete index and geographical statistical notes. 

The atlas was issued four times in that year, the  
second being for the Society for Promoting Christian 
Knowledge. In 1889, Bartholomew’s son, John 
George (1860–1920), produced a fifth edition under 
his signature and Geoffrey King, author of Miniature 
Antique Maps,3 had thought that Bartholomew might 
also have published a final edition in 1891. The glue 
used to bind all editions of the atlas was gutta-percha, 
a latex from the Palaquium genus of trees; with exposure 
to air, the latex lost much of its adhesive property and 
the atlases disintegrated. Therefore, intact examples of 
The British Colonial Pocket Atlas are scarce: WorldCat® 
lists five libraries with the atlas, published in 1887  
and 1889;4 COPAC lists two libraries each with a 
single 1887 edition.5 

Fig. 1  John Bartholomew’s miniature atlas (12 x 7.7 cm) 
The British Colonial Pocket Atlas, 1887.

Fig. 2  Leaflet advertising two of Bartholomew’s miniature atlases. 
Reproduced by permission of the National Library of Scotland.
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The Southern Africa maps
In 2007 Geoffrey King kindly sent me double-page 
miniature maps of South Africa and the Cape Colony: 
Figs 3 and 4 respectively. The maps came from a 
disbound and incomplete example of The British 
Colonial Pocket Atlas dated 1889. Examination of the 
maps revealed that there was a problem with the date 
of publication printed on the title page of the atlas.

The most prominent problem on both maps is the 
‘Orange River Colony’ (in Dc of the grid reference 
in Fig. 3 and Da in Fig. 4). The Orange River 
Colony was so named after the Treaty of Vereeniging, 
which was signed on the 31 May 1902, at the end of 
the Second Anglo-Boer War, and not on the 
supposed date of publication of 1889.6 Prior to the 
war, the Colony had been the Orange Free State, an 
independent Boer republic. The Transvaal (Colony), 
to the north of the Orange River Colony, had been 

the South African Republic, but it was commonly 
referred to as the Transvaal or Transvaal Republic; 
therefore the name ‘Transvaal’ per se is not so much 
of a problem. Pre-war maps by the Bartholomew 
firm, as in the 1887 edition of the atlas, had correctly 
named the then Boer-controlled republics.7 

Closer inspection of the prominent railway network 
depicted on the South Africa map (Fig. 3) produced 
additional evidence that this map could not have been 
published in 1889 (or 1891). Cape Town is connected 
to Kimberley and to Johannesburg; the latter was 
achieved only in 1892,8 and the link between Beira 
and Salisbury and its connection via Bulawayo with 
the South African network was completed in 1899.9 

The railway line in German South West Africa was 
completed in 1902;10 it extended between Windhoek 
and Swakopmund (on the map it is ‘Tsoaxaubmund’, 
a combination of Nama and German words), a short 

Fig. 3  The map of South Africa from The British Colonial Pocket Atlas that could have been published only after May 1902. 
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Fig. 4  ‘Cape Colony’ in The British Colonial Pocket Atlas that could have been published only after May 1902. 

distance north of the tiny British enclave of Walvis 
Bay (‘Walfish Bay’ on the map). 

The railway system on the map of the Cape Colony 
(Fig. 4) provides similar evidence. The map shows a 
railway connection between Graaff Reinet and 
Rosmead Jn (at about 25E and 31.5S). This link was 
completed in 1898,11 also the year in which the 
junction, previously known as Middelburg Road, was 
renamed Rosmead.12 

Conundrum Solved
I was left with a conundrum with little prospect of a 
solution. The date of publication of the final edition 
of The British Colonial Pocket Atlas was 1889, or 
possibly 1891 according to King;13 the maps of South 
Africa and the Cape Colony that I had received  
had come from an atlas dated 1889; however, the 
information on the maps provided overwhelming 

evidence that they were published after 31 May 1902. 
How was this possible? 

As mentioned earlier, very few copies of The British 
Colonial Pocket Atlas have survived intact. Fortunately, 
the Printing Record of the Bartholomew Archive 
Project of the National Library of Scotland (NLS), 
funded by the John R. Murray Charitable Trust 
contains a copy of everything the Bartholomew firm 
printed between 1877 and 2002.14 It has also archived 
the business records of the firm donated by the 
Bartholomew family and firm and by the publishing 
house HarperCollins, now the owners of the 
Bartholomew business. The Bartholomew Archive 
provided an explanation on what had seemed to be 
unsolvable problem. 

On the 4 March 2014, I received from the NLS this 
e-mail response to my query:
… on 1st November 1902, Bartholomew printed the 
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following eight maps for this atlas (The British Colonial 
Pocket Atlas):

Possessions in East Africa
Cape Colony
Malta and Gozo
South Africa
Route to India
The British Empire
Western Australia
Possessions in West Africa

All of the maps include The British Colonial Pocket 
Atlas title in the top marginalia. The order was placed by 
John Walker on 22nd March 1902 for 1000 copies of these 
eight maps only … the reason for this order remains a bit  
of a mystery.

As an aside, I can also confirm there was an 1891 edition, 
or at least, Bartholomew printed 60 maps, a frontispiece, 
contents page and an index in 1891 all with The British 
Colonial Pocket Atlas title.

We have copies of all the maps and letterpress I mention 
above in Bartholomew’s Printing Record and I located the 
additional order information from their Business Archive.

The NLS followed up by kindly sending me 
scanned images of the 1902-printed southern Africa 
maps conserved in the Bartholomew Printing Record: 
they are identical to those in Figs. 3 and 4. Geoffrey 
King then confirmed from his records that the maps 
he had sent me were from a distressed British Colonial 
Pocket Atlas dated 1889: ‘The edition statement was 
under the author’s name on the title-page and the 
date (1889) at the foot, just like the other editions’.15 
The maps printed in 1902 had replaced those that 
appeared in the 1887 editions. It is likely but not 
certain that the previously unrecorded, short-run 
edition of The British Colonial Pocket Atlas was 
published in 1903; therefore, c. 1903 would seem to 
be an appropriate publication date. 

Historical importance
While the reason for Walker’s order in March 1902 
remains ‘a bit of a mystery’ and suggests prescience, 
an update of an atlas of the British Empire would 
have been most appropriate soon after the turn of 
the century. The importance, from a South African 
perspective, is that, as a consequence of the Treaty  
of Vereeniging, Britain’s colonies had increased in 
number and value with the new colonies including 
rich gold fields and fertile agricultural land. 
Furthermore, the territorial change had come about 
after a bitter war that had touched many people in 
parts of the Empire beyond southern Africa. Soldiers 

on the British side (about half a million) had come 
from not only the Cape and Natal colonies, but from 
Britain itself and from parts of its Empire as far  
away as Canada, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), Australia 
and New Zealand; and prisoner of war camps, for 
about 25,000 soldiers on the Boer side, had been 
established in the Empire, viz. in Ceylon, India, 
Bermuda and St. Helena.16 

The southern African maps in this c. 1903 edition of 
The British Colonial Pocket Atlas are of cartographical 
and historical importance. They are the first miniature 
maps, and arguably the first maps of any size printed  
in an atlas to depict the British-controlled colonies of 
South Africa after the Second Anglo-Boer War. The 
new colonies, the Orange River and Transvaal, were 
added to the colonies of the Cape and Natal that had 
been under British control prior to the War. Upon 
unification on 31 May 1910, these four colonies  
became the provinces of the Union of South Africa. 

The other historically important feature of the 
southern African maps is their depiction, soon after 
its completion, of the economically important core 
railway network. The construction of a railway 
network linking ports to the interior had been the 
vision of, and was launched in 1873 by, John Charles 
Molteno, a successful farmer and the liberal first Prime 
Minister of the Cape Colony under responsible 
government.17 The initial goal was to connect the  
Cape ports with the diamond fields in Kimberley;  
but, after the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg became an additional destination –  
across Boer occupied republics; the connection of the 
Cape ports with both Kimberley and Johannesburg 
was achieved within twenty years. Northern 
expansion of British territorial interests extended 
the South African network to the neighbouring 
Bechuanaland Protectorate (now Botswana) and 
Mashona- and Matabele-land (which became 
Southern Rhodesia and then Zimbabwe); these 
landlocked territories also gained access to the  
ports that by 1900 included Beira in Portuguese  
East Africa (now Mozambique). German South  
West Africa’s short railway line had no connection 
to the south and south-eastern network until 1914.

Mapping of the railway network is also important 
because it was a feat of engineering and human 
endurance that had enormous socio-economic benefits 
for the region. About 6,000 kilometres of railway  
had been constructed in less than thirty years; this was 
before a steel industry had been established in the 
territory, which also had an inadequate supply of 
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hardwood for sleepers; the rails had been sent  
from England and additional wood from the Far 
East, Australia and possibly South America.18 The 
railway tracks were laid across land with significant 
mountain barriers and an inhospitable climate, 
ranging from punishingly hot semi-deserts to 
malaria-beset subtropics. 

Bartholomew’s very scarce miniature map of South 
Africa, published in the c. 1903 edition of The British 
Colonial Pocket Atlas, is surely a landmark map in the 
history of the cartography of the region.
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