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What are Sanborn

Fire Insurance Maps?

Founded in 1867 by D. A.
Sanborn, the Sanborn Map Com-
pany of Pelham, New York, was
the primary American publisher of
fire insurance maps for nearly 100
years. Sanborn Maps were origi-
nally created for assessing fire in-
surance liability in urbanized ar-
eas in the United States. The
maps include detailed information
regarding town and building infor-
mation in approximately 12,000
U.S. towns and cities from 1867 to
1970.

The maps were designed to as-
sist fire insurance agents in deter-
mining the degree of hazard asso-
ciated with a particular property
and therefore show the size,
shape, and construction of dwell-
ings, commercial buildings, and
factories as well as fire walls, loca-
tions of windows and doors, sprin-
kler systems, and types of roofs.

The maps also indicate widths
and names of streets, property
boundaries, building use, and
house and block numbers. They
show the locations of water mains,
giving their dimensions, and of
fire alarm boxes and hydrants.
The maps list street blocks and
building numbers including num-
bers in use at the time the map
was made and previous numbers.

Today Sanborn fire insurance
maps are the most frequently con-
sulted maps in both public and
academic libraries. Sanborn maps
are valuable historical tools for ur-
ban specialists, social historians,
architects, geographers, genealo-
gists, local historians, planners,
environmentalists and anyone
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who wants to learn about the his-
tory, growth, and development of
American cities, towns, and
neighborhoods.

Historical research is the
most obvious of uses, with the
maps facilitating the study of ur-
ban growth and decline patterns,
and for research into the evolu-
tion of specific buildings, sites
and districts. Historic preserva-
tionists utilize the maps to un-
derstand the significance and
historical evolution of buildings,
including their historic uses and
building materials in conserva-
tion and rehabilitation efforts.
Genealogists use the maps to lo-
cate the residences and work-
places of their ancestors.
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