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What are Sanborn Maps?

• Fire insurance maps developed in the late 19
th

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



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.



LOC Checklist Add'l Maps Sheets Held at

Trumansburg, NY

Apr 1887 2 Ulysses HS

Dec 1893 3 Ulysses HS

May 1898 4

Dec 1905 5 Ulysses HS

Dec 1910 8

Sep 1929 8

Sep 1929 - Dec 1950 8 Ulysses HS

Ithaca, NY

1883 10 Cornell RMC

Jul 1888 14 Cornell RMC, TCPL

Dec 1893 26 Cornell RMC

Jun 1898 31 Cornell RMC

Feb 1904 34 Cornell RMC; Cornell Maps

Apr 1910 38 Cornell RMC Ithaca CP HistC

Sep 1919 35 Ithaca CP

Nov 1929 45 Ithaca CP

Nov 1929 - Mar 1961 47 Ithaca CP

Engineering Maps          1899 40 Ithaca CP

No original maps have been found for Dryden or Groton

Current Inventory of Locally Available Maps



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



Problem: 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







Directories: Ithaca 1894



CS 5150 Software Engineering to 

the Rescue!

Develop a data entry module for:

Transcribing Census And Directory Data

Entering Building Information

Develop an Administrative Module For:

Volunteer check in / check out of images

Volunteer submission and editorial Control

Develop a Database Structure to:

Allow Queries from the map

Allow Queries from a search interface



This will allow us to 

Create a web of data

• That will Add value to the map

• Add value to the data

• Allow a new approach to local history

• engage the public in developing a powerful 

historical resource



Click on the building

to link to data



Census records transcribed and 

reformatted

Click on the record to bring up the map



Leaving the developer to design 

the map interface

• ??!!??

• Current thinking: Overlay the Sanborn 

Maps on Google Maps.

• Markers/Infowindows to query the 

databases.



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



Thank You!

Bob Kibbee

Map and Geospatial Information Librarian (retired 

but not retiring!)

rk14@cornell.edu


