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The Historical Atlas of Maine is a solid book, weighing in 
at over five pounds. It is handsome and well made, print-
ed on heavyweight paper that feels good in the hand. It 
would make a gorgeous coffee-table book, but it has much 
more to offer as well.

The Historical Atlas of Maine is divided into four parts: 
From Ice Age to Borderland, 13,000 BP–1790; Shaping 
Maine, 1790–1850; Industrial Maine, 1850–1910; and 
Maine in the Modern Era, 1910–2000. Each part begins 
with an essay summarizing the period, and continues with 
14–24 plates that illustrate specific slices of the history of 
each era. Each plate is a two-page spread offering infor-
mation in many forms: details of historical maps, photo-
graphs, charts, and multiple maps showing a variety of in-
formation, as well as a few paragraphs of text.

Part I (From Ice Age to Borderland, 13,000 BP–1790) be-
gins with several plates covering the glaciation and pre-
historic periods of Maine, including tools and archeolog-
ical sites from early human settlement. Early European 
exploration of Maine is next, as well as contact between 
Europeans and native groups, with maps and charts show-
ing the drastic changes in native populations. Early trad-
ing and European settlement, charting and interior ex-
ploration, and the Revolutionary period are all covered as 
well.

Part II (Shaping Maine, 1790–1850) examines the War 
of 1812, Maine’s new statehood, disputes over Maine’s 
international (northeast) border, and surveys of the inte-
rior. This section also takes a look at human migration, 
with plates covering native spaces and treaty areas, migra-
tion from within New England, Irish migration, Shaker 
communities, and the expansion of settled areas. Plates 
covering the economic development of the time period 
include the development of agriculture, farming the salt 

marsh, lumbering, wooden shipbuilding, deep-sea fisher-
ies, maritime trade, port towns, and the mercantile area of 
Portland. The final plate covers Maine in 1850.

Part III (Industrial Maine, 1850–1910) begins with plates 
on bird’s-eye view maps, county atlases, and maps created 
by the native Wabanaki people, and then moves on to sci-
entific surveys, population changes, and French-Canadian 
immigration. Most of the plates in this section deal with 
various forms of industrialization: railroads, electrifica-
tion, mills, textiles, leather goods, pulp and paper, granite 
and ice, and sardine canneries. Plates looking at agricul-
tural issues include agricultural specialization, potatoes, 
connected farm buildings, and rural decline. This sec-
tion winds down with plates on Maine’s natural areas: 
Thoreau’s travels in Maine, artists in the mountains and 
coasts, summer cottages, hunting and fishing, and chang-
ing native homelands. The section concludes with a plate 
on Maine in 1910.

Part IV (Maine in the Modern Era, 1910–2000) looks at 
changes in Maine over most of the last century. Beginning 
with a plate on the shift to a more urban population, it 
then moves on to state highways, metropolitan Portland, 
changes in manufacturing, specialization in agriculture, 
canning corn, the shift from moving logs on rivers to mov-
ing them on roads, and lobster fisheries. Plates on tourist 
maps, the promotion of Maine as a tourist destination, 
and public lands examine recreational activities in Maine. 
The section ends with plates on environmental problems, 
native land claims, and Maine in 2000.

This atlas does a fine job of exploring many details of 
Maine’s history. The essays which introduce each part are 
well written and concise, neatly summarizing the main 
events and changes taking place over the given time peri-
od. Within each essay are references to each plate in that 
section, so that while reading the essay, the reader can eas-
ily flip to a plate that explores a given topic in greater de-
tail. The inclusion in each part of a final plate showing the 
population and a map of the state at the end of that time 
period offers the reader a nice time-lapse view of Maine.

The data visualization is exquisite, with visually simple 
maps and graphics that convey the needed information 
gracefully. The color choices are excellent, with graphs 
and charts that use colors that coordinate beautifully with 
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other images on each plate. This kind of attention to de-
tail is a large part of the reason that this atlas is such a 
pleasure to read. Despite the abundance of information on 
each plate, the layout allows the eye to move easily across 
the page, and it never feels cluttered or busy.

The nature of the layout is such that some of the histor-
ic maps and photographs are reproduced at a rather small 
scale. One gets a good overview of the image, but can’t al-
ways look closely at details. Though the reader might like 
to look more closely at some of these images, that is not 
really the purpose of this book, and the images are used 
appropriately to illustrate the points being made. Besides, 
the atlas includes an extensive list of sources at the end, so 

that if one really wanted to track down a particular map or 
image, one could do so.

Overall, the Historical Atlas of Maine is an excellent work, 
providing a graceful historic tour of Maine. The liberal 
use of historical maps gives the book an authentic his-
toric f lavor, which enhances the reader’s experience of 
this trip into Maine history. The atlas’s format of plates 
on various topics makes it easy to flip through and find 
topics of interest, and the combination of historical maps 
and documents with modern mapping to illustrate some 
of the points being made is quite masterful. This book is 
well constructed and well conceived, both informative and 
engaging. It would be a fine addition to the collection of 
anyone who has an interest in Maine history.
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How does one review a general reference tome like the 
Oxford Atlas of the World? A thematic atlas has a declared 
focus addressing an identified need, and one can evaluate 
its successes and failures in serving that need. A gener-
al reference atlas, by contrast, must support a wide range 
of ad-hoc consultations, so there is no sharply defined 
need against which one can measure it. One might com-
pare statistics with other atlases (reporting map counts in 
much the same way dictionaries tout word counts); one 
could comment on map clarity (a highly subjective mea-
sure at the best of times, and one really only definable in 
the light of a defined map need; something that in this 
case we know we don’t have defined); or one might exam-
ine the explicit and implicit assumptions and arguments 
framing the presentation (why are some opinions given 
as fact and other facts ignored as opinion?). This review 
will attempt to touch on all these approaches, and if it oc-
casionally seems that the reviewer gags on a gnat while 
swallowing a camel and ignoring an elephant, just remem-
ber that, above all, a general reference atlas is supposed to 
be accommodating.

Promotional material for the Oxford Atlas of the World 
might strike the reader as a tad bombastic. Take a state-
ment like: “Providing the finest global coverage available, 
the Atlas of the World is not only the best-selling volume 
of its size and price, but also the benchmark by which all 
other atlases are measured.” Whether true or not, this 
leaves unexamined what is meant by “available,” how 
strictly one is defining the limits of “size and price,” and 
what value an “Oxford Atlas” unit of measure might have. 
Being “the only atlas to be updated annually” is easier to 
see as a strength in these days of potentially constantly 
updated online map resources, but how does the update 
schedule help purchasers of this Twenty-First edition 
after October 2015, when the Twenty-Second is due to be 
released?

Publisher’s blurbs and inevitable outdated-ness aside, 
we have before us the current (at writing) Oxford Atlas 
of the World. It is a solid volume of respectable size and 
weight, 14¾ by 11¼ inches and 7½ pounds (by my bath-
room scale). It is not the largest atlas available, by either 
page size or count, but it both pulls its weight and fits on 
a bookshelf. Nicely bound in heavy, smooth, semi-gloss 
boards, it sports a DigitalGlobe image of the new island 
that recently appeared and joined itself to Nishinoshima in 
the Volcano Island group. The general presentation exudes 
gravitas, and the photo boasts currency: the two touch-
stones of the ethos of an atlas.


