
April 12, 2023

Innovations with Sanborn Maps



@TeachingLC

Welcome!

Please introduce yourself in 
the chat. Tell us
• Your name
• Where you are from
• What you teach



@TeachingLC

Overview: 

1. What are Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps?

2. What innovative tools exist for searching this collection?

3. How can these tools be utilized in the classroom? 



@TeachingLC

What do you wonder about this 
map?

Record your observations in the chat.

https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3814pm.g3814pm_g056061885/?sp=2


https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3814pm.g3814pm_g056061885/?sp=2


@TeachingLC

Where are the Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps?

• Geography & Map Division at the LOC

• Largest and most comprehensive 
cartographic collection in the world
• 5.2 million maps

• 700,000 large-scale Sanborn fire insurance 
maps 

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


@TeachingLC

What are the Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps?

• Series of building level maps

• Dating from 1867*-present (only those that 
are non-copyright restricted available 
online)

• Depict 12,000 cities and towns in the US, 
Canada, and Mexico 



https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3814pm.g3814pm_g056061885/?sp=2


Reading Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps

https://www.loc.gov/collections/sanborn-maps/about-this-collection/


About this Collection

https://www.loc.gov/collections/sanborn-maps/about-this-collection/


Reading Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps



Reading Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps



@TeachingLC

Innovative ways to explore historic collections

• LC Labs (labs.loc.gov)

• Innovators in Residence

• Digital Scholarship 

Priorities:

• Reduce barriers to innovation

• Explore emerging approaches

• Gather wide ranging expertise

https://labs.loc.gov/
https://labs.loc.gov/


@TeachingLC

Innovative Search Tools: Sanborn Map Navigator

https://selenaqian.github.io/sanborn-maps-navigator/


@TeachingLC

Innovative Search Tools: Sanborn Map Navigator



@TeachingLC

How was the Sanborn Maps Navigator Made?



@TeachingLC

Innovative Search Tools: Sanborn Atlas Volume Finder



@TeachingLC

Innovative Search Tools: Sanborn Atlas Volume Finder



@TeachingLC

Innovative Search Tools: Sanborn Atlas Volume Finder



@TeachingLC

Innovative Search Tools: Sanborn Atlas Volume Finder



@TeachingLC

Innovative Search Tools: Sanborn Atlas Volume Finder



@TeachingLC

Innovative Search Tools: Sanborn Atlas Volume Finder



@TeachingLC

Summary of Innovative Tools: 

• Sanborn Map Navigator
• Organizes the digital collections by location and year
• Links the Sanborn Maps to Chronicling America

• Sanborn Atlas Volume Finder
• Search collection by address
• Includes both digitized and non-digitized maps

https://libraryofcongress.github.io/sanborn-navigator/
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/instant/media/index.html?appid=0cb2c04324a0413081e1b793ea18f854


@TeachingLC

Brainstorm: 

• What innovative questions can the map(s) 
prompt?

• How might you support student interactions 
with the maps? 



@TeachingLC

Innovative questions teachers have considered 
with their students: 

• How have things developed over time?
• What is valued?
• Who is counted?
• What environmental concerns exist? Who is most affected?
• Has the population increased or decreased? How do you 

know? 
• Has the shoreline changed? 
• How can the layout of a town/city help explain a historical 

event? 
• What are the pros and cons of the city/town design? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IjCuQW30coo
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-10-13/the-accidental-revelations-of-sanborn-maps
https://www.loc.gov/collections/sanborn-maps/articles-and-essays/sanborn-time-series/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/sanborn-maps/articles-and-essays/sanborn-samplers/?loclr=blogadm


@TeachingLC

Innovative questions students have asked: 

• How were these maps made?
• Why did insurance companies need this information?
• Why are certain areas labeled by nationality? 
• How did the Sanborn Company pick the areas to map?
• Do we still have ____ today? 
• Is it safe for factories to be converted into dwellings? 
• How have certain bodies of water appeared or 

disappeared? 



@TeachingLC

Questions?



@TeachingLC

How was the Sanborn Maps Navigator Made?



@TeachingLC

How was the Sanborn Maps Navigator Made?

https://github.com/LibraryOfCongress/data-exploration/blob/master/loc.gov%20JSON%20API/maps/maps-analyzing-metadata.ipynb


@TeachingLC

How was the Sanborn Maps Navigator Made?

https://blogs.loc.gov/thesignal/2021/01/sanborn-navigator/
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