
Introduction 
Meredith F. Burrill was an outstanding international figure in the field of geographic names. 
His many accomplishments include organizing and increasing the effectiveness of the  
United States Board on Geographic Names and contributing to the creation of a United  
Nations geographical names standardization program, in which he remained an eminent  
presence throughout his professional life. 

Early Years
Meredith Burrill was born in 1892 in Maine, the United States of America’s most northeastern 
state, which borders a French-speaking part of Canada. This perhaps is responsible for his 
nickname; one of his teachers referred to him as “Petite” Burrill to distinguish him from his 
older and larger brother, and this was corrupted to “Pete,” the name by which he was known 
by all his acquaintances.

Dr. Burrill graduated in 1925 from Bates University in Maine, and then studied geogra-
phy at Clark University in Massachusetts, where he received an MA in 1926 and a PhD in 
1930, with a dissertation on industrial geography. From 1930 to 1940 he taught geography at  
Oklahoma State University. In 1940 he moved to Washington, DC to work as a geographer with the  
General Land Office in the United States Department of the Interior. 

Work with US Board on Geographic Names
In 1943 Dr. Burrill was appointed as Director of the U.S. Board on Geographic Names  
(USBGN), which was founded in 1890 to standardize geographic names for U.S. Government 
use.  He helped redevelop, activate, and expand the organization which had become largely 
inactive. He focused on procuring accurate names for maps of foreign areas for military and 
intelligence purposes, and on producing gazetteers of foreign countries. To carry out these 
tasks he assembled a staff of 175 linguists, language specialists, cartographers, geographers  
and other experts. 

Dr. Burrill was a strong supporter of the Board and its activities and, partly because of his 
efforts, in 1947 the USBGN was recreated by the U.S.  
Congress into the form that exists today. In that year Dr. 
Burrill became the Executive Secretary of the USBGN 
and was appointed as director of a new Geography  
Division in the Department of the Interior. Within that 
division, he initiated other useful projects, such as 
an extensive list of generic terms related to names to  
assure that a series of US topographic maps at 1:250,000  
carried consistent identifying nomenclature. 

Expanding Responsibilities 
In the following years, Dr. Burrill was active in many 
domestic and foreign scientific and professional  
organizations, as well as the United Nations. He wrote  
dozens of papers, traveled to many countries, and  
continued to foster principles of names 
standardization even after his  
retirement in 1973. He served as  
Geographer of the Defense  
Intelligence Agency from 1968-
to 1972, and as Geographer of 
the Defense Mapping Agency 
from 1972 to 1973. 
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