
Phyllis Pearsall: The A-Z Street Atlas
Phyllis Pearsall (1906-1996) was a talented artist and businesswoman from 
South East London. In 1936 she became the driving force behind the publication 
of her and her father’s creation: the A-Z Street Atlas.

Before the A-Z was published in 1936, Ordnance 
Survey maps were the most detailed maps available.
However, these were created for military purposes 
rather than the general public.

“What she has done is extract what was useful 
from the Ordnance Survey. They had, by this time, 
done maps that were three foot to the mile so they 
were showing individual post boxes for instance…
you wouldn’t be able to carry one if you wanted to 
go two miles! That’s why the A-Z is in a wonderful 
format; it’s exactly the right size to fit in a pocket or 
handbag and it’s got every street on it so you really 
can walk down the street with confidence.”
–Phillip Curtis, director at The Map House

In 1936, Phyllis received her first large order for The 
A-Z Street Guide but she had some difficulties along 
the way, both in her working life and her personal life.

“WHSmith made her first ever substantial order 
which was something over a thousand copies. She 
had to buy a wheelbarrow to take them directly 
round herself to WHSmith and then distribute them.” 
–Phillip Curtis, director at The Map House

“Of course all the reps were men, they all thought 
she was a secretary or an assistant.”                                               
–Diane Samuels, playwright of The A-Z of Mrs P

“The way that she envisaged it as a business was 
kind of like having the family she never had, or she 
might have had briefly when she was a very little 
girl that then disintegrated.”                                            
–Diane Samuels, playwright of The A-Z of Mrs P

The A-Z and WWII

“Obviously a map is a sensitive document during a 
war in case you’re invaded; it’s information for the 
enemy. They had to withdraw every single copy from 
circulation, gather them all and destroy them.”                                               
–Diane Samuels, playwright of The A-Z of Mrs P

“After the war she wanted to revive it... They had to 
start all over again, so she did. You had all the allied 
forces over here and also more people were getting 
cars and it just became huge.”                                               
–Diane Samuels, playwright of The A-Z of Mrs P
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