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Junction Symbols on Scottish 25-inch First Edition Plans 
Fraser Donachie 

One of the pleasures of re-joining the Society after a long hiatus is the 
exploration of its excellent online resources, including the Sheetlines archive 
and a growing collection of YouTube-hosted talks. As a collector of large-scale 
plans, I particularly enjoyed catching up with Rob Wheeler’s talk ‘Publication 
of the 25-inch by Parishes, was Scotland treated differently?’ In his talk Rob 
showed examples of first edition 25-inch plans held by the National Library of 
Scotland (NLS) that depict single parishes (anywhere beyond the specific 
parish is shown as blank space). 

Quite often the parish being depicted could have more than one adjoining 
parish on the same sheet. There would then be a junction point where, for 
example, three parishes meet. In these cases there would be one depicted 
parish and effectively two blank parishes. Rather than indicate a boundary 
between the two ‘invisible’ parishes, the Ordnance Survey (OS) used a 
junction symbol to indicate the precise point where the three parishes meet 
on the boundary of the depicted parish. The symbol points out into the blank 
space, as shown in Figure 1. 

Depicted
Parish

Adjoining
Parish

Adjoining
Parish

Adjoining
Parish Adjoining

Parish

Adjoining
Parish

 
Figure 1 – A depicted parish with adjoining parishes 

These junction symbols comprise a simple cruciform with a single ‘cross-
bar’ (a first-order junction symbol) and were routinely adopted for parish-to-
parish three-way junctions. They appear on the 25-inch plans and also on the 
small scale index maps included within the associated Book of Reference 
(BoR) or Area Book for the parish. 

Sometimes an adjoining parish might also be in an adjoining county and 
so a different symbol was used to indicate this, comprising a cruciform with 
two cross-bars (second-order junction symbol). The second-order symbols are 
used in two standard ways: 
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i) at the two points where a parish boundary is shared with a county 
boundary, as shown in Figure 2. Note that counties were often mapped on 
different meridians and therefore the adjoining county as well as the adjoining 
parishes would be shown as blank space. 
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Figure 2 – A depicted parish with adjoining parishes and an adjoining county 

ii) at the two points where a county boundary enters and exits a parish that is 
shared between two counties. If the counties were mapped on different 
meridians the shared portion of the parish in the adjoining county and the 
adjoining county itself would be blank resulting in the arrangement shown in 
Figure 3. 

Depicted
Parish

Adjoining
Parish

Adjoining
Parish Adjoining

Parish

Adjoining
Parish

Adjoining
County

 
Figure 3 – A depicted parish shared by two counties 

So far so good, you might think. However, if you explore the excellent NLS 
website you will discover that higher order symbols can be found on these 
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early plans; i.e. third-order junction symbols (three cross-bars) and even 
fourth-order ones (four cross-bars). In a modest effort to unravel the 
mysteries of these higher order symbols (shades of The Da Vinci Code) I 
wanted to see if I could reverse-engineer some possible rules for their 
application. I decided to start by assessing the junctions at which three 
counties meet, in the hope that this might offer some insights. I therefore 
made a list of these junctions for Scotland and, using the NLS site, collated 
the symbols being used on the plans and on the associated BoR index maps. 
Many of these junctions are either located on ‘uncultivated’ land, and 
therefore not mapped at 25-inch, or were only mapped at 25-inch later in the 
1890s by which time parishes were no longer shown as single entities. Of the 
32 selected Scottish junctions, only 16 were mapped on 25-inch first edition 
plans – Figure 4, p36. 

The results of this assessment are set out within Appendix A, and confirm 
that second-order junction symbols were also used in two further ways: 
iii) where a parish might border more than one county, as shown in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 – A depicted parish with two adjoining counties 

iv) where three counties meet but there are no parish boundaries, as shown in 
Figure 6. 
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Figure 6 – Three-way county junction (no parish boundaries) 
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Figure 4 - Scottish counties and their three-way junctions 
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So a key conclusion, rather unsurprisingly, is that parish-to-county and 
county-to-county junctions were generally identified using second-order 
symbols. However, three third-order junction symbols were noted. These only 
appear on plans and never on BoR index maps. Examining the administrative 
boundaries where these third-order symbols are used doesn’t reveal any 
particular additional rule being applied (Scotland didn’t have townships or 
hundreds) and therefore a tentative conclusion is that they were ‘mistakes’.1 
Other ‘mistakes’ have been spotted; e.g. using a first-order symbol instead of 
a second-order symbol. But I appeal to more knowledgeable and experienced 
CCS members who may take a different view. 

As part of this exercise I also examined a three-way county junction that is 
arguably more English than Scottish; i.e. that located at Scotch Knowe where 
Roxburghshire, Northumberland and Cumberland meet. This particular 
junction was not mapped on Roxburghshire or Northumberland sheets 
(‘uncultivated’ areas) but did find itself on Cumberland II.2 (published ca 
1866). It is identified using a fourth-order junction symbol. I have also seen 
this symbol used on Cheshire XLVI.9 at the England-Wales border. So a 
tentative conclusion is that the fourth-order symbol was an exclusively 
English one used to denote a township + parish + hundred + county boundary 
and junction (there was no specific boundary identification for national 
borders). 

My assessment has also revealed the timeline for the introduction of the 
symbols. The first appearance of the cruciform symbols on the Scottish BoR 
index maps occurs in 1856 where they are rendered as primitive crosses 
without ornamentation. Prior to this date junctions were identified using a 
short section of boundary heading off into the blank space. This is noted on 
some of the early BoR index maps and, for example, on the plan Peeblesshire 
IV.7 (Linton). By 1857 the symbols are depicted with far greater consistency 
and are ornamented with three small circles or dots on the ends of the cross-
bars and at the top, as shown in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7 – Junction symbols used on 25-inch first edition plans 
                                                           
1 Rob Wheeler suggests that these anomalies may have been caused by the employment of 

English draughtsmen working on Scottish plans who perhaps interpreted parish+county 
to be parish+hundred and conjured-up a third-order symbol. Note also that the symbols 
applied to the 25” plans would have been added at the litho-tracing stage (rather than at 
an earlier stage in the process by boundary specialists) and were therefore perhaps more 
prone to error or the misinterpretation of instructions. 
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I wonder if these (or similar) symbols may have been used on non-OS 
maps, for example in the first half of the 19th century, or whether they are 
entirely unique to the products of the OS. Answers on a postcard please! 

In conclusion, it seems that Scottish 25-inch plans used first-order 
symbols for parish-to-parish junctions and second-order symbols for parish-
to-county and county-to-county junctions. Third-order symbols do occur but 
perhaps these were erroneously applied. Further research will be needed to 
investigate the use of these symbols on English/Welsh sheets, where the 
administrative boundaries included townships, parishes, hundreds and 
counties … once the first edition plans become more readily available for 
study on-line. 
 
Many thanks to Rob Wheeler for his insights and explanations whilst I 
researched this topic. 
  
Ordnance Survey map and book images are reproduced from the National 
Library of Scotland (NLS) website under Creative Commons license CC BY 4.0. 
This assessment has also made use of data provided by the Historic County 
Borders Project. See https://www.county-borders.co.uk. 
 

[The appendix begins on the next page; it can also be viewed online on the 
Charles Close Society website, at www.charlesclosesociety.org] 
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Appendix A – Junction Symbol Assessment 
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