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Topographic Maps:  History

 The United States Geological Survey 
(USGS) began making topographic maps 
of the U.S. in 1882.

 Each map—called a quadrangle—covers an 
area bounded by meridians of longitude 
and parallels of latitude.

 The most common scale used to create 
these maps is the 7.5-minute scale or 
1:24,000 (1 inch = 2000 feet).

 Much detail can be shown on this scale, 
and the map is usually named after the 
most prominent feature in the quadrangle.



 The GIS Research & Map Collection has a large collection of 
historic topographic maps from around the United States, 
some dating back to the late 1800’s.  These maps are an 
excellent resource for researchers, historians, and 
genealogists.  (Harrisburg, PA 1899 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, 
Ball State University Libraries).  



 This is a portion of the Evanston, Illinois quadrangle map from 
1899, surveyed in 1897.  (Evanston, IL 1899 USGS quadrangle 
map, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 This is a portion of a Minnesota quadrangle map from 1899.  The 
scale of most of the historic maps is 1:62,500. (Battle Lake, MN 
1914 USGS quadrangle map, GRMC, Ball State University 
Libraries).



Topographic Maps:  Features

 The features shown on quadrangle maps 
are divided into three general classes, 
each printed in a different color:

1) Relief features are printed in brown.

2) Water features are printed in blue.

3) Cultural features (manmade objects) 
are shown in black.



Topographic Maps:  Features—Relief

 Relief is shown by contour lines in brown.  Each 
contour passes through points that have the same 
elevation—representing vertical dimension on flat 
paper.  Since the lines show equal elevation, the 
contour lines never cross.

 The shape of terrain—the plains, hills, and 
mountains—are shown by these contour lines.

 A succession of contour lines far apart on the map 
shows a gentle slope.  Contour lines close together 
indicate a steep slope.  A map with very few contour 
lines has little elevation and is flat land. 

 The contour interval, or the vertical distance in feet 
between one contour and the next, is stated at the 
bottom of each map, varying depending on the scale 
of the map and the type of terrain.

 Certain contours (shown darker) are accompanied by 
numbers stating the elevation above sea level.



 The contour lines are closer together at the location of 
Spotted Mountain from this Maine topographic quadrangle.  
(Kennebago Lake, ME 1997 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball 
State University Libraries).



 The contour lines are distinct at the The Windows rock formations section 
of the Arches National Park on this Utah topographic map.  Also note the 
varying elevations.  (The Windows Section, UT 1996 USGS quadrangle, 
GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 The contour lines of the Grand Canyon reveal that the elevation near the 
Colorado River is at 2369 feet.  Near the overlook of the canyon the 
elevation is 6799 feet.  The contour interval on this topographic map is 40 
feet.  (Grand Canyon, AZ 1988 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State 
University Libraries).



Topographic Maps:  Features—Water

 Water features on topographic maps are usually 
shown in blue.

 This would include seas, lakes, natural and 
manmade ponds, rivers, canals, ditches, swamps, 
and other streams.

 Perennial features contain water throughout the 
year and are shown with solid lines.  Intermittent 
features contain water only part of the year and 
are indicated by broken lines.



 The west side of Crater Lake in Oregon is shown in blue on this 
topographic map.  The names of bays and channels inside the lake are 
also printed in blue.  (Crater Lake West, OR 1997 USGS quadrangle, 
GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 Swan Lake and Tarrytown Reservoir are shown in blue on this 
topographic map of a state park area near Sleepy Hollow, New York. 
(White Plains, NY 1994 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University 
Libraries).



 This map shows the Mississippi River crossing near the Super Dome in 
New Orleans with several canals and the inter-coastal waterway also 
shown in blue. (New Orleans East, LA 1998 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, 
Ball State University Libraries).



 The blue markings on this topographic map represent a marsh 
(swamp) area near Miami, Florida.  The areas in green are 
wooded marsh.  (South Miami Northwest, FL 1955/1983 USGS 
quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 The blue markings near the shore on this map represent a mangrove area 
in Hawaii.  A fish pond, an aqueduct, small streams, and, of course, the 
ocean are also represented in blue.  (Kaunakakai, HI 1993 USGS 
quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



Topographic Maps:  Features—Culture

 Cultural features of prominence on 
topographic maps include any works that 
are manmade.

 Towns, cities, roads, railroads, cemeteries, 
buildings, telephone lines, radio and cell 
phone towers, and civil boundaries are all 
cultural features.

 Cultural features are shown in black on 
the map.



 An industrial area on this topographic map of Gary, Indiana, 
shows all the manmade culture features in black, including 
factories, schools, pipelines, and rails.   (Gary, IN 1991 USGS 
quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 Black marks the manmade features of Arlington National Cemetery, 
including the trails, the Tomb of the Unknowns, the Amphitheater, and 
Robert E. Lee’s house.  (Washington West, DC 1965/1980 USGS 
quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 Ski lifts and a building called the Eagles Nest are drawn in black 
as cultural features on this topographic map of the Vail Ski Area in 
Colorado.  (Minturn, CO 1970/1987 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball 
State University Libraries).



Topographic Maps:  Other Colors—Green 

 The color green on a topographic map 
represents some form of vegetation—
forests, brush, vineyards, orchards, 
wooded marsh, and scrub.

 The green areas on a map distinguish 
vegetation from open areas of white, 
which represents grass, sand, or some 
other surface.



 This topographic map of Manhattan displays the green area of 
Central Park in the middle of urban development.  (Central Park, NY-
NJ 1995 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 The white areas of this topographic map represent clearings in the 
green Hoosier National Forest.  (Story, IN 1967/1994 USGS 
quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 Tiny green circles mark the location of vineyards on this topographic 
map of California’s Napa Valley.  Slightly larger green circles just 
south and northwest of the city identify orchards.   (Calistoga, CA
1997 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



Topographic Maps:  Other Colors—Red 

 The color red on a topographic map is used to 
show public-land boundaries such as township 
ranges and sections, important roads, and built-
up areas.

 Heavily built-up areas larger than ¾ of a square 
mile are shown with a red/pink over-print.  Only 
landmark buildings such as schools, churches, 
public buildings, large buildings, and buildings of 
historical interest are shown in detail in these 
areas.

 Newer topographic maps feature some built-up 
areas in gray.



 A built-up area of San Antonio in red is interrupted with an urban 
area featuring the historic Alamo and the Tower of Americas 
building.  Schools and other large buildings also feature a white 
background in the middle of built-up areas.  (San Antonio East, TX
1992 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 Beachfront property in Miami Beach is a popular idea as shown by 
the amount of red representing built-up areas along the Atlantic 
Ocean.  (Miami, FL 1994 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State 
University Libraries).



 Landmark buildings like a large shopping mall are shown in black 
and a golf course is represented in green and white in the middle of 
a red built-up area of Indianapolis (Castleton).  (Fishers, IN 1998 
USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



Topographic Maps:  Other Colors—

Purple 

 Purple on a topographic map was traditionally 
used to show all feature changes from the time of 
the last map printed—the distinctive color easily 
revealed the changes on the map.

 Purple changes were updated using maps from 
aerial photographs and other sources.  The 
revised information was not field checked.

 Purple is not currently used in the USGS revision 
program, but purple features are still present on 
many existing maps.  



 An earlier version of the Indianapolis (Castleton) quadrangle 
showing changes in purple before complete urban development.  
(Fishers, IN 1967/Photo revised 1988 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball 
State University Libraries).



 Purple marks changes in roads, railroads, university buildings, and 
residential development from an earlier topographic map.  
(Cincinnati West, OH 1961/Photo revised 1981 USGS quadrangle, 
GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 The Mall of America and many other buildings, roads, and even a 
wildlife area have been updated in purple on this topographic map.  
(St. Paul Southwest, MN 1967/Photo revised 1993 USGS 
quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



The Uses of Topographic Maps

 The topographic quadrangle series maps are used 
for various purposes, such as studying and 
planning the development of areas over time 
where detailed information is needed.

 Topographic quadrangles can be used for 
industrial site selection, planning highways, 
routing utility lines, and the location of 
communication facilities.  Developers study the 
sites for future projects, while archaeologists 
study the sites for historical value.

 Topographic maps are also popular in recreation 
for hunting, fishing, hiking, camping, and 
orienteering.



Using Topographic Maps to Plan 

Development and Industry

 The site of a dam is shown on this topographic map of Montana.  
(Doris Mountain, MT 1994 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State 
University Libraries).



 The site of the Subaru-Isuzu plant near Lafayette, Indiana, is 
shown.  Topographic maps reveal to industrial site developers level 
open areas near major routes of transportation.  (Lafayette East, IN
1998 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 The proposed routes of roads are planned using topographic maps.  
Two interstate highways are shown under construction on this map.  
(Clermont, IN 1959 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University 
Libraries).



Using Topographic Maps for 

Recreation

 Plan a trip to the Wisconsin Dells Speedway and Campgrounds 
using this topographic map.  (Wisconsin Dells North 1975 USGS 
quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University Libraries).



 Hikers and mountain climbers can plan a trip to Pike’s Peak using 
topographic maps, which reveal trails and show elevations.  (Pike’s 
Peak, CO 1994 USGS quadrangle, GRMC, Ball State University 
Libraries).



The GIS Research & Map Collection offers an 
extensive collection of topographic map coverage 
for much of the world.  The Collection includes 
maps from the USGS as well as those published 
by foreign agencies.

The USGS Web page offers more information 
about topographic maps at 
http://topomaps.usgs.gov/

More information about topographic maps is 
available in the book Maps for America:  
Cartographic Products of the U.S. Geological 
Survey and Others by Morris M. Thompson, 
available in the Atlas Collection of University 
Libraries.

http://topomaps.usgs.gov/


 For more information about any of the 
maps shown or the tutorial lesson Maps 
and Cartography: Topographic Maps, 
please contact the GIS Research & Map 
Collection, Ball State University Libraries, 
at (765) 285-1097.

 Visit the Webpage at  
www.bsu.edu/library/collections/gcmc/
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