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What are Sanborn Maps? 
 

They are large-scale maps containing data that were used to estimate the potential fire risk for urban 
structures. This includes information such as the outline of each building, the size, shape and 
construction materials, heights, and function of structures, location of windows and doors. The maps also 
give street names, street and sidewalk widths, property boundaries, building use, and house and block 
numbers.  

Textual information on construction details (for example, steel beams or reinforced walls) is often given 
on the plans while shading indicates different building materials. Extensive information on building use is 
given, ranging from symbols for generic terms such as stable, garage, and warehouse to names of 
owners of factories and details on what was manufactured in them.  

In the case of large factories or commercial buildings, even individual rooms and the uses to which they 
were put are recorded on the maps. Other features shown include pipelines, railroads, wells, dumps, and 
heavy machinery.  

Two very detailed legends are provided to help interpret the map symbols.  One legend accompanied the 
original color-washed maps; the other legend is designed for the black and white versions of the maps.  
Each legend presents the same information in a different way.  Both are often useful in deciphering the 
building information. 

Digital Sanborn Maps was created from ProQuest Information and Learning's microfilm collection of 
660,000 Sanborn Maps, which were filmed from the Library of Congress' collection. The Library's 
Sanborn collection includes all maps submitted to the Library through copyright deposit and a set of maps 
transferred to the Library from the Bureau of the Census. Maps acquired through copyright deposit 
remain in their original form. 

Maps from the Bureau of the Census include corrections issued by the Sanborn Company that were 
pasted over the original map sheet. These maps are identified by an asterisk (*) following the year in the 
date listings. 

Founded in 1867 by D. A. Sanborn, the Sanborn Map Company was the primary American publisher of 
fire insurance maps for nearly 100 years. 
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Browse Maps 
 
Choose Browse Maps to begin your session. 

 
Locating your map is as easy as 1-2-3. Select a State, City and then a Date. 

   

 
 

After steps 1-2-3 you will see thumbnails of the maps for your choices. 
 

 
 
 

You can look at maps 
from all the states to 
which your library 
subscribes. 
 
If a city is not listed, 
there is probably not 
a Sanborn Map for 
that city.   
 
Dates with an asterisk 
are maps from the 
Bureau of Census 
collection with 

For a small town or village, 
you may see one sheet that 
combines the Key and 
Index sheets, or no Key 
sheet at all. 
 
Look at the Key/Index to 
find out which map sheet 
you need. 
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When you look at the Key/Index sheet, you will probably choose to make the window larger and enlarge 
the image for easier reading. 
 

 
 
 
 
You can check the Index sheet to find individual buildings listed.  In a small town or village, only the 
“specials” may be listed.  In a larger city, both the streets and “specials” will be listed.  “Specials” are 
churches, factories, hotels, hospitals, government buildings, educational institutions and other places of 
particular interest to a fire insurance company. 
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The Key and Index sheets both show the sheet number of the maps available for that town or village.  
Select the one you need to view the building or address of interest. 

 
Here is part of sheet number 2 for this map set.  This map has been enlarged using the controls at the top 
of the map screen. 

 
 
 

Browse Maps for a Large City 
 
You use the same 1-2-3 steps to select the city and date of your choice. 

 
 

 

This map section shows 
street numbers, building 
uses, the number of floors 
for each building, and 
other details 
 
The Hardware store has 
an elevator.  There is a 
stable behind the Saloon 
at number 62, and a shed 
housing a tank with 100 
gallons of gas. 
 
The Dry Goods store at 
number 15 has a skylight. 
 
All these symbols are 
explained on the key. 

Remember, you 
have access only 
to those states to 
which your 
library 
subscribes. 
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Most larger cities’ maps are split into multiple volumes of 100 sheets each.  If there are multiple volumes 
for the year you have selected, Digital Sanborn Maps defaults to Volume One.   

Check the Key Map to locate the proper volume for your building or address.  The Index Sheet will be the 
Index for Volume One only. 
 
When looking at the Key Map you will see sheet numbers for the maps represented in that volume.  Off to 
the edges of the Key Map you will see the appropriate Volume numbers for the other Volumes in the set.   

 
On the following map, you will see the northern edge of Volume One has the words Volume Two spread 
across several blocks.  This indicates that Volume Two covers everything north of Volume One.  

 
 

Once you have determined the Volume needed, close the Key Map window and select the proper volume 
from the dropdown at the top of the thumbnail screen 

Each Key Map has a 
compass showing 
North. 
 
This Key Map shows 
Volume Two 
covering the area 
north of Volume One. 
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Once in the correct volume, use the Key Map for that volume to find the map sheet for your address or 
street.  If you are looking for a named building such as a hotel, hospital, manufacturing plant or 
government building, you may want to use the Index Sheet. 

 
The Index Sheet for a large city lists the streets in alphabetical order and the named buildings under the 
heading of “Specials.” 
 

 

It is not unusual to 
see different 
volumes with 
different dates.   
 
During periods of 
rapid growth, it 
might take several 
years to complete 
a city’s maps. 
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The sheet numbers are listed after the street address or building name.  Close down the window with the 
Index sheet and select the map sheet from the thumbnail page. 

 
Only 25 thumbnail sheets fit on a page.  If the map you need is beyond the 25 displayed on the thumbnail 
page, go to the bottom of the page and use the Jump to sheet dropdown to locate your sheet number.  
You can also use the Next button at the bottom of the thumbnail sheet to go to the next set of 25 
thumbnails. 

  

 
Select the sheet you want, and use the controls at the top of the sheet page to enlarge the sheet so you 
can read the details in the Sanborn map. 

Every time you open a new image a new window comes up, so you can tile images on the screen and 
make comparisons of a single city block over time. 

 

 

 

Select the map 
sheet using the 
Jump to sheet 
dropdown or 
the Next button. 
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Resizing Maps 
At the top of each map page are controls that allow you to resize and re-center the map.  The default 
setting is to Zoom In.  Clicking on the map will enlarge the size of the image. To pinpoint a certain area, 
keep clicking on that point with the zoom-in option chosen.  Choose Re-center if you want to move part of 
the map to the center of the screen.  Just click on that part of the map you want to move to the center. 
 
You can expand the image viewing area on your screen by selecting a bigger blue box right under the 
radio buttons. Once you have enlarged the image beyond the size of your viewing window, you will see 
white arrows in the blue border of the viewing window.  Clicking on these arrows will move in that 
direction across the map sheet. 
 

 

 

Downloading Maps 
 
In the black bar at the top of the map page are the output options.  
 
The browser print button will print whatever you see on your screen--whatever zoom level you are 
viewing. You can print a single blown-up building or an entire sheet.  

 
Print Current View brings the enlarged image to the screen as a .gif image.  Print the image using the 
browser’s print commands. 
 
Download Map uses Adobe Acrobat Reader to bring the entire map page to the screen as a pdf image.  
Use the Adobe controls to enlarge and print the map.  Adobe provides the highest resolution for printing 
an entire map sheet. 
 
 

Map Legends 

The original color map legend and the black and white legend are available in the Sanborn Help contents. 

The black and white legend is included below. 
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Where to Find Help 

·  Technical Support  

Phone: 800-889-3358 
Email: tsupport@proquest.com 
Web: http://proquest.com/techsupport  

·  Search Assistance  

Phone: 800-889-3358 
Email: tsupport@proquest.com 
Web: http://proquest.com/techsupport 

·  Web training  

Register for a free-one hour class with our professional trainers at: 
http://www.proquest.com/training 

·  Product Help  

Product help and downloadable guides: 
http://www.proquest.com/pqtraining 

·  Newsletters  

Receive subject, product and content updates for various databases by email: 
www.proquest.com/proquest/mailinglist  


