
Sanborn Maps

Interface to the 
Historical Context



What are Sanborn Maps?

• Fire insurance maps developed in the late 19th

century for the insurance industry. 

• Mapping procedures developed by Perris and D.L 
Sanborn whose company remained the most 
important insurance mapping company, although 
there were others.

• Gave policy writers a thorough understanding of 
the built environment and the attendant risks.

• Completed for over 12,000 cities and towns in the 
US--Over 700,000 sheets.

• Updated every 6-10 years



Why are they valuable now?

• Large scale (1”=50’) 
captured detailed building 
footprints

• Annotations added more 
information

• Their Standardized 
symbology and production 
values—including color-
coding for building 
materials-- makes them 
easy to use.

• They Capture a snapshot 
of each city and town 
every ten years from 1880-
1920



Who uses Sanborn Maps?

• Environmental Researchers
– Maps show in detail the history of 

manufacturing establishments and 
storage sites.

• Historical researchers
– Maps show the spread of 

urbanization.

• Genealogists
– Names of property owners are not 

usually given except for 
businesses. Local copies may have 
names written in. With other 
records, can help locate ancestor’s 
home, neighborhood, etc.



Project Proposal: Phase I

• Locate as many local maps as possible. 

• Fill in the missing maps from the collection 
at The Library of Congress

• Arrange to have all the maps digitized at an 
archival standard.

• Store in a safe digital repository with 
appropriate metadata

• Provide a user-friendly site with 
geographical indexes for using the maps 
online or downloading.



Where can we find Sanborn maps?

• Paper Copies
– Libraries

– Historical Societies

– Planning Departments

• Microform copies
• All the maps in their possession were microfilmed by the Library of Congress—maps are in black and 

white.

– Libraries
• Many large academic and state libraries have the microfilm set for their state.

• Online Copies
– ProQuest has digitized the microfilm set

• Only very large libraries—very expensive--highly restricted

– Library of Congress: 600,000 maps being digitized
• Full color and free to all

– Local Libraries: Tompkins County Public Library

– State Library/Historical Society Collections
• Georgia, Florida, Nevada



Inventory: 
What’s available locally?

• Map inventory of 
the holdings at 
the Library of 
Congress

• Results for 
Trumansburg, NY

http://www.loc.gov/rr/geogmap/sanborn/
http://www.loc.gov/rr/geogmap/sanborn/city.php?City=Trumansburg&State=New%20York


Current Inventory of Locally Available Maps

LOC Checklist Add'l Maps Sheets Held at

Trumansburg, NY
Apr 1887 2 UHS

Dec 1893 3 UHS

May 1898 4

Dec 1905 5 UHS

Dec 1910 8

Sep 1929 8

Sep 1929 - Dec 1950 8 UHS

Ithaca, NY
1883 10 RMC

Jul 1888 14 RMC, TCPL

Dec 1893 26 RMC

Jun 1898 31 RMC

Feb 1904 34 RMC;Maps

Apr 1910 38 RMC ICP

Sep 1919 35 ICP

Nov 1929 45 ICP

Nov 1929 - Mar 1961 47 ICP

Engineering Maps          1899 40 ICP

No maps have been found for Dryden or Groton



Getting the Maps Online: 
Scanning and Digitizing

• What’s been done so far:
– Tompkins County Public

• scans of Ithaca 1893 and (forthcoming) 1904 and 1910 (from the 
History Center).

• Presented as numbered sheets in .pdf format.

– Ulysses Historical Society
• 4 sets for Trumansburg scanned but not online

– CUL, Maps and Geospatial Information Collection
• Some ithaca years scanned, will be going online next year

• What needs to be done:
– Scanning resolution/standards need to be set
– Total number of sheets needing to be scanned: 486

http://www.tcpl.org/localhistory/books/SanbornMap1893Index.html


Geographic Indexing



Other Possible Presentations
Georeferenced images and/or single 

pannable image



Project Proposal Phase II:
The Map as Information Portal

Use the buildings as links to other sources of 
information

• The building itself: 
– Structural characteristics from the map
– Historical photographs of the property

• The parcel:
– Available from later Sanborns; Crandall’s map; City and County Tax maps

• Land Use:
– Business directories

• The owner /renter:
– City Directories
– Census Records
– Obituary Indexes/obituaries



Get the Historical Data into 
usable form

• Census records—Federal and NYS

• City Directories

• Obituary Indexes

• Cemetery Records

• Tax parcels

• Image databases

• Building data from the map



Create a web of data

• Adds value to the map

• Adds value to the data

• Allows a new approach to local 
history

• Will engage the public: participatory 
GIS



Directories: Ithaca 1894



Directories: 
Ithaca, 1894

Addresses copied from the .pdf

• Clearman Jennie C. Mrs., 23 E Buffalo
• Cleary Daniel, 144 W State
• Cleary Martin M., brakeman, h 42 Wheat
• Cleary Mary Mrs., h 49 Hazen
• Cleary Matthew, wines and liquors, 160 W State, h 144 do
• Cleary Michael P., clerk 16 S Cayuga, bds 88 N Geneva
• Cleary Susan, domestic, 41 W Green
• Cleary Thomas, peanut vender, h r 140 W Green
• Clifford Katie, domestic, n Central ave
• Cline Maggie, domestic, Union Hotel
• Cline Nora, dressmaker, Sage Block
• Clinton Betsey A., 85 Eddy
• CLINTON CHARLES M., model maker and experimenter, cor Green and 

Cayuga, h 22 S Geneva
• Clinton DeWitt, finisher, h 140 N Aurora
• Clinton Edward, wood finisher, h 139 N Aurora



Directories 
Ithaca 1894



Click on the building
to link to data





Census records transcribed and 
reformatted

Click on the record to bring up the map



Ithaca Journal Obituary Index



Ithaca Cemetery Records



Putting it all together:
Collaboration

• The History Center

• Tompkins County Public Library

• Local municipalities: city, town and county

• Cornell University Library

• The local GIS community: SynerGIS!



Where to go from here

• Grants 
– Digitizing and Server Costs
– Programming: connecting the data

• Crowd sourcing
– Volunteer transcribers
– Public interface will allow individual to add 

notes

• Education
– History Classes could do transcription as a 

project
– Environmental classes


	Sanborn Maps
	What are Sanborn Maps?
	Why are they valuable now?
	Who uses Sanborn Maps?
	Project Proposal: Phase I
	Where can we find Sanborn maps?
	Inventory: What’s available locally?
	Current Inventory of Locally Available Maps
	Getting the Maps Online: Scanning and Digitizing
	Geographic Indexing
	Other Possible PresentationsGeoreferenced images and/or single pannable image
	Project Proposal Phase II:The Map as Information Portal
	Get the Historical Data into usable form
	Create a web of data
	Directories: Ithaca 1894
	Directories: Ithaca, 1894Addresses copied from the .pdf
	Directories Ithaca 1894
	Click on the buildingto link to data
	
	Census records transcribed and reformatted
	Ithaca Journal Obituary Index
	Ithaca Cemetery Records
	Putting it all together:Collaboration
	Where to go from here

