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in typeface sizes (which at the time was a relatively new
concept in cartography). The reverse of the map was
equally attractive and informative, featuring road
plans of principal cities, district maps of summer
playgrounds, information on the provincial game laws,
and, of course, advertisements for specialty auto prod-
ucts sold by Imperial Oil.

Within two years the Shell Oil Company and the
Canadian Tire Corporation followed Imperial’s prec-
edent with their own free road maps: Shell issued
provincial road maps of Ontario and Quebec and a
detailed map of the Montréal region, all printed by the
H.M. Gousha Company of Chicago; Canadian Tire
published a map of Ontario.

The free road map was now central to the touring
industry’s marketing of its products and services to the
Canadian public. With this transformation, cover art
became richer and jazzier, moving away from simple,
unillustrated covers to imagery that focused on
Canadians’ growing love affair with the automobile and
motoring adventures. While mapmakers worked hard
ataccommodating travellers’ needs for precise informa-
tion without comprising the map’s clarity and read-
ability, graphic artists laboured equally at romanticizing
automobile travel through captivating, colourful covers
depicting the great Canadian landscape. Illustrations
of alone automobile, free to explore the countryside in
any direction, to stop at will and drink in a rich variety
of scenery were favourite themes with publishers.

Much to the delight of the oil industry, Canadians
readily took to their maps, which, after the Second
World War, oil companies began to turn out in the
millions each year. Surprisingly, the road map became
synonymous with motoring pleasure and, as the baby
boom shifted into overdrive, it was the gas station and

its maps to which Canadian families turned for carto-
graphic wisdom. “Make sure every member of the
family knows how to read a road map,” advised the
woman’s travel authority in her 1958 column for the
Renfrew Meréury. “So everyone helps the driver on long
trips. Even the children contribute. Each day, someone
is the ‘navigator, keeping the map and telling the driver
about turns, route numbers, etc. This makes the chil-
dren better passengers.”

When the 1960s put at least one car in every drive-
way, oil companies found that they no longer needed
to seduce Canadians into traveling; they were finding
the open road without any encouragement. Road map
covers reflected this transformation, changing from
messages that stimulated travel to those focused more
on attracting customers to their particular band of
petroleum products. In such a competitive environ-
ment, map covers helped oil companies lure motorists
past competing gas pumps. A good road map bred
potential customers no matter what their age.

In the late 1970s the free road map went the way of
the Studebaker and the Stanley Steamer. The Arab oil
embargo and gasoline shortages did away with much
of the intense competition that had previously spawned
the give-away map. Although road maps are still avail-
able at most service stations, they usually cost several
dollars and will have been produced by a third party
with little interest in promoting motoring pleasure
or one brand of gasoline over another. Nevertheless,
the road map has left its mark on Canadian society.
The once ubiquitous free map helped to produce
an entire generation of amateur explorers. Relega-
ted to the back seat as children, they whiled away
the hours following the lines, dots, and numbers to
imaginary places. Qv
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