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This image shows a very early European
map of North and South America by
Swiss mapmaker Sebastian Munster,
created about 1540. How does this
compare to a map of the western
hemisphere today? Can you find
Canada? From the collection of
Davidson College. Click on the image to
explore and zoom in on a larger image.  [4]Mapping North Carolina

Mariners and explorers were some of the first Europeans to make maps of what is now North Carolina. A German
mapmaker named Theodor De Bry created one of the earliest maps in 1590. He published a map called “Map of Virginia.”
It displayed the coast of what is now part of North Carolina. And it included the area where the Roanoke Colony had
settled a few years before. In 1590, the region had not received the name "Carolina", or "North Carolina", or even become
a colony. The territory was part of Virginia. And at the time, Roanoke Island was one of the known landmarks. If you can
locate Roanoke Island on the map (see the image of De Bry's map), you might be surprised that it’s spelled “Roanoac”.
The island was named for the Roanoac tribe, native peoples who lived in the area.

By the mid-to late 1600s, maps of North America and the colonies had become more sophisticated. They began to more
accurately represent the geography, landforms, and known places. By then, the English referred to the area as "Carolina,"
since the colony had been established in 1663. Around 1685, three English mapmakers in London, England, created a
map called “A New Map of Carolina” (see the image). I included many more details about the region, drawn to a more
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realistic scale. If you compared that to a map of North Carolina today, you would be able to easily identify many well-
known locations such as rivers, a few towns, and the Outer Banks. 

Mapmakers have created thousands of more maps of North Carolina for many different purposes. The colony and state
changed over time. The General Assembly added new counties. And sometimes county names changed along with their
boundaries. With changes came the need for newer and more accurate maps. In 1911, the state added its last two
counties, Hoke and Avery. Not long after, mapmakers created new maps showing all 100 counties. Some maps show
counties and cities and towns. Others have been drawn to show regions and landforms, roads, railroads, and many other
landscape features.

"Map of Virginia," an early European map of the region that
became North Carolina, created by Theodor De Bry, a German
mapmaker, in 1590. This map is in the North Carolina
Collection at UNC-Chapel Hill. Click on the image to explore a
larger, zoomable version.  [5]
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This is an image of "A New Map of Carolina", made by English
mapmakers George Wildey, John Thornston, Robert Morden, and
Philip Lea in 1685. Compare it to the Theodor De Bry's map of
1590. From the collection of the State Archives of N.C. Click on
the image to explore and zoom in on a larger version.  [6]

This is an image of the "Rand McNally New Map of North
Carolina." It was created in 1916, after the state added it's
last two counties, Hoke and Avery, to make 100. Compare
this map to the others. How is it different and similar? From
the State Archives of N.C.  [7]
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Resources:

North Carolina Maps (large collection of historical maps from universities and libraries across the
state). https://web.lib.unc.edu/nc-maps/ [8]

US Geological Survey. Resources for Teachers. https://www.usgs.gov/educational-resources [9]

National Geographic. "Map Skills for Elementary Students." https://www.nationalgeographic.org/society/education-
resources/map-skills-elementary-students/ [10]

Library of Congress. Map Search. https://www.loc.gov/maps/?all=true&fa=access-restricted:false&st=grid [11]

Media Credits:

De Bry, Theodor. "The carte of all the coast of Virginia" [Map of Virginia]. Map. 1590. North Carolina Collection, UNC-
Chapel Hill. North Carolina Maps. https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/ncmaps/id/117/rec/1 [5]

Wildey, George, et al. "A New Map of Carolina." 1685. State Archives of North Carolina. North Carolina Maps.
https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/ncmaps/id/119/rec/2 [6]

Rand McNally and Company. "The Rand McNally New Commercial map of North Carolina." 1916. State Archives of North
Carolina. North Carolina Maps. https://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/ncmaps/id/1078/rec/32 [7]
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