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Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from Montgomery, Montgomery County, Alabama. Sanborn Map Company, May 1888. 

www.loc.gov/item/sanborn00074_002/. 
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M 
aps are great tools, whether 

you are new to genealogy or 

a professional researcher. 

The maps are essential if  

you are doing building or property research. 

However, these maps offer genealogists val-

uable contextual clues to how and where 

our ancestors lived.  

The business eventually known as the 

Sanborn Fire Insurance Map Company 

launched in 1867 with the purpose of  com-

piling and publishing maps of  US cities and 

towns for the fire insurance industry to as-

sess the risk of  insuring a particular proper-

ty.1 The maps depict commercial, industrial, 

and residential sections of  over 12,000 cities 

and towns in the United States, Canada, and 

Mexico.  

For most cities Sanborn began mapping in 

the 1880s and generally went through the 

1950s. Montgomery, Alabama, was mapped 

in 1884, 1888, 1894, 1900, 1910, 1922, 1950, 
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Designed to aid the fire insurance industry of the 1860s and surviving until the 1950s, 

Sanborn Maps have become a highly favored tool in the field of genealogy. 

and 1953. Maps created later were overlaid 

on existing maps to show changes in exist-

ing structures and neighborhood expansion. 

The scale for Sanborn Maps is 50:1 and 

thus, the number of  maps required to cover 

a city increased as a city grew. For example, 

the 1884 map of  Montgomery has twelve 

sheets, 1888 has nineteen, and the 1894 

map has twenty-four.  

Maps were expensive to print so correc-

tions were pasted over the original when 

possible. Sanborn Maps were hand-drawn 

and color coded to represent building mate-

rials, but when the maps were first micro-

filmed at the Library of  Congress (LOC), 

they were photographed in black and white. 

The updated LOC scans are full color. Both 

versions are helpful, but the full color maps 

are visually striking. 

As with any atlas, most Sanborns include 

street and map indexes to help navigate 

through multiple pages. Not all of  the 

Sanborn Maps have a key, but you can find 

general ones online similar to the one pic-

tured here. They often included an enlarged 

inset of  the downtown or city center. Al-

ways take a moment to read the details on 
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 the first page, as they often contain interest-

ing clues about the city. For example, the 

1888 Montgomery County Map includes 

date, population, details of  the fire depart-

ment capabilities and equipment, and it 

notes that alarms are sent via telephone. 

Additionally, street names, block numbers, 

and a listing of  “Specials”—mostly the 

names of  manufacturers or large business-

es—were included. 

The LOC has the largest collection of  ex-

tant Sanborn Maps, with over 50,000 maps 

containing more than 700,000 individual 

sheets. It provides a searchable database for 

maps through 1900, with the new full-color 

maps being added monthly as they are 

scanned.  

Sanborn Maps provide geographic details 

of  the area as well as building details. You 

can learn how many floors a building had 

and sometimes how many rooms and the 

functions of  each. Maps show details for all 

floors. If  an ancestor owned a two-story 

building in which he operated a store, for 

example, the Sanborn Map will likely pro-

Above: Insert of Key from Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Montgomery, Montgomery County, Alabama. Sanborn Map Company. 

1900. http://alabamamaps.ua.edu/historicalmaps/FireInsurance/montgomery/Montgomery1900.html . Below: Monroe Street 

Inset. Sanborn Fire Insurance Map from Montgomery, Montgomery County, Alabama. Sanborn Map Company. Sep. 1894. Map. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/sanborn00074_003/.  Opposite Top: Building 4 detail. Opposite bottom: Building 2 detail. 
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vide clues as to whether he lived 

above his business or rented it out 

as apartments, retail, or office 

space. Throughout the 1800s up-

per stories were used by clubs and 

benevolent associations such as the 

Odd Fellows, Masons, and YMCA. 

If  an ancestor’s building housed 

such a group, he was likely a mem-

ber. If  a relative lived in a rural ar-

ea not covered by a map, but 

worked in a mapped area, you 

might discover how he got to and 

from work, tracing the transporta-

tion lines like railroad or streetcar 

detailed on the maps. 

The 1894 Montgomery map 

(opposite) depicts four distinct 

buildings, each with numerous pur-

poses or businesses within its 

walls. The building on the far right 

is three stories tall. The first floor 

was divided into four retail spaces 

that housed (left to right) a grocery 

store, saloon, fish market, and a 

second grocery concern. In the 

center is an entryway with a con-

fectionary (candy) and fruit store. 

The second story isn’t labeled as 

such, but likely housed the city of-

fices, because the third floor had 

no dividing walls; it was one big 

space labeled “Hall.”  You can dis-

cern those details if  you look 

closely at the map and understand 

what the abbreviations and nota-

tions represent. That building 

(above) is not fully depicted in this 

excerpt, but it housed a large city 

market that extended the entire 
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block. The context in this instance is that 

city offices were housed where there was 

space. In 1894 that happened to be over a 

fish market and grocery store with a large 

market behind it. 

The map provides further context by 

showing that within one block in Montgom-

ery in 1894 there were three grocery stores, 

two fish markets, one dry goods operation, 

a furniture store, two confectionary stores, 

and a saloon. The building labeled “Bar” is 

most likely home to a barber. The Greil 

Block (previous page, below) housed Hotel 

Fleming on the second and third floors. 

The map also states that the hotel was com-

prised of  “sleeping rooms only,” meaning 

no bath or toilet. This map also highlights 

one of  the limitations of  Sanborn Maps. In 

the Greil Block, the term “S & W Ho.” ap-

pears. This “Store and Warehouse” reveals 

no clues to its ownership or precise usage. 

The numbers on the bottom of  the draw-

ing are street addresses on Monroe Avenue, 

while the numbers inside the drawing repre-

sent proportions. If  you ever see two num-

bers stacked, it represents a change in ad-

dress. The “updated” number is usually 

closest to the building. This tradition of  

providing street address changes is vital to 

accurately detailing what happened where. 

In some towns businesses easily moved 

down the street to a better space for their 

business, but in others, addresses changed 

when new structures were added or a 

building was remodeled and provided 

space for multiple stores fronting the 

street. Newspaper research can aid in de-

termining which changes happened on 

your street.  

Sanborn Maps often covered buildings 

and other structures outside city limits. 

Any building—commercial, government 

or residential—that required fire insurance 

is likely to be on a Sanborn Map. There-

fore, even some very small towns were 

mapped. The earlier maps tended to cover 

more territory including outlying towns, 

sometimes crossing county lines. For ex-

Inset of the 1936 Hamilton (Marion County) Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, revealing changes of street numbers along Bexar 

Avenue. A notation, penciled over the original “Gro.” on October 10, 1961, indicates the building had been remodeled. 

Sanborn Map Company. 1936. Map. http://alabamamaps.ua.edu/historicalmaps/FireInsurance/marion/marion.html . 
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Upper portion of a sheet of the Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Montgomery, Montgomery County, Alabama, includes portions 

of Tallassee in Elmore County, with businesses tied to Montgomery’s commerce. Sanborn Map Company. October 1884. Map. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/sanborn00074_001/ (Image 12). 

ample, the 1884, 1888, and 1894 Mont-

gomery County maps include Prattville 

(Autauga County) and Tallassee (Elmore 

County). The reason for this is clear when 

you look at the maps. The Tallassee map 

shows Tallassee Falls Manufacturing, while 

Prattville was home to the Pratt Mill. Both 

were large cotton processing plants oper-

ating near to Montgomery and requiring 

insurance. 

When facing genealogical brick wall, 

Sanborn Maps may open unexplored ave-

nues for research. They provide a bird’s-

eye view of  neighborhoods showing 
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houses and places of  employment, but 

they also show churches, meeting halls, 

and club rooms. If  you know the area in 

which your ancestor lived, a Sanborn Map 

can help you to discover where he or she 

most likely worshiped, shopped for grocer-

ies, and participated in social or cultural 

activities. “Shop local” was a way of  life, at 

least through the late 1940s; in large cities 

this meant people were shopping within a 

few blocks of  home. 

Sometimes business names and dates of  

construction were included, as seen on this 

March 1897 Sanborn Map of  Evergreen, 

Alabama. It labels Cunningham’s Cotton 

and General Warehouse and Pridgeon and 

Lee’s Livery.  

Sanborn revised the maps as needed, 

charting changes, including to business 

and building descriptions. While Sanborn 

had guidelines, the maps were completed 

by as many as 400 individual assessors 

across the United States, and they did not 

all adhere to the guidelines. In the box la-

beled “Common Sanborn Map Abbrevia-

tions” are a few of  the abbreviations the 

map makers used. A number of  organiza-

tions have compiled substantial lists of  ab-

breviations, easily located by searching the 

web for “Sanborn map abbreviations.” 

Letter abbreviations do not always mean 

what you think, and not every map has a 

key. Sometimes you have to outthink the 

abbreviations, as their meanings are not 

Sanborn Fire Insurance Map of Evergreen, Conecuh County, Alabama. Sanborn Map Company. March 1897. Map. https://

www.loc.gov/item/sanborn00039_003/. 
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always obvious to the modern researcher’s 

eye. Learning the basic abbreviations will 

go a long way in helping you to under-

stand what you find on a map. The types 

of  businesses provide additional context 

highlighting competition between busi-

nesses, but also showing you which busi-

nesses shared spaces—especially during 

the Depression and war years. Unusual 

combinations—including a drug store and 

beauty shop, or a book, jewelry, photog-

raphy and optometrist housed together—

were not uncommon. 

Finally, of  perhaps the greatest value to 

family historians, Sanborn Maps might 

help you to date family photographs and, 

by extension, identify the people in those 

photos. Take note of  the dotted lines that 

seem to be outside the footprint of  the 

building. These lines represent awnings or 

other exterior features. These are signifi-

cant. External features are the easiest ele-

ment altered on a building. If  “Grandpa 

Ned” remodeled his store in the late 

1940s, he might have removed or added an 

awning. A detail such as this 

might help you to date a picture 

in your collection. If  you don’t 

have that sacred photo, go to 

the local library or historical so-

ciety and ask if  they have pic-

tures of  celebrations in the 

town. Parade or town celebra-

tion pictures can help to date 

other historic photos. This abil-

ity to assist in photo identifica-

tions alone reserves a place for 

Sanborn Maps in heart of  every 

family historian. 

The best sources for digitized 

Alabama Sanborn Maps can be found at 

the University of  Alabama website at ala-

b a m a m a p s . u a . e d u / h i s t o r i c a l m a p s /

FireInsurance/1_County%20Index.html. 

For more information about Sanborn 

Maps, check out the Library of  Congress 

website at https://www.loc.gov/rr/

geogmap/sanborn/san4a1.html. The LOC 

is digitizing the original colorized maps and 

plans to have their entire collection online 

by 2020. Those available can be found at 

h t t p s : / / w w w. l o c . g ov / r r / g e o g m a p /

sanborn. If  your map is not online yet, 

check back over the next few months. 
                                                      AGS 

 

______________ 

1Daniel Alfred Sanborn founded the Sanborn Map and Pub-

lishing Company in 1867; acquired competing firm Parris and 

Browne in 1899 when the company name was changed to 

Sanborn-Parris Map Company.  In 1902 the company short-

ened its name to the Sanborn Map Company. Walter W. 

Ristow. “Introduction to the Sanborn Map Collection.” Li-

brary of Congress. Fire Insurance Maps in the Library of Con-

gress. https://www.loc.gov/rr/geogmap/sanborn/

san4a1.html. 2019. 
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