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Introduction

American cities with buildings constructed primarily of wood
and other flammable material of the 18™-19" century carried with
them great risk of fire damage and spread. The companies ex-
tending insurance to the businesses and dwellings within these
cities needed a better way to determine risk from fire and there-
fore value of the insurance offerings. The fire insurance map was
a response to this need. Highly detailed maps each include sym-
bols, labels, and colors which describe all bits of information
related to fire risk about a structure and its neighboring struc-
tures. Risk was determined not just by the structure being insured
but the risk associated with neighboring buildings as well. In
fact, insurance companies made a point not to insure too many
structures in a given area. Generally these maps scale 50:1 or
100:1 (though maps with less detail covering a larger swath of
land certainly exist, i.e. 600:1), and are labeled with both proper
names of buildings (Indiana National Bank), streets (Maple St.),
and landmarks such as parks (Holliday Park) as well as coding
landmark or building type (drugstore, blacksmith, wholesale
grocer, flat, dwelling). They list addresses, street width and
location of fire hydrants. The minutia of description goes to the
building level.

Depending on the level of fire risk associated with the structure,
description ranges from at least a footprint to room-by-room
detail of contents and uses of each section of each floor of a
building. One begins to get a picture of fire insurance maps’
utility in the present. Within these maps exists stories about the
development of the United States, her cities, neighborhoods,
buildings, businesses, social organizations, and individuals.

Because the original intent of the maps was for fire insurance
purposes, industrial and manufacturing sites are one of the most
minutely described entities on these maps due to their high poten-
tial of risk. For readers of The NewsJournal this is wonderful
news, as manufacturers producing or working with glass are often
among the more highly described entities on fire insurance maps.

History and e Cartographers

The manufacturing of fire insurance maps itself was made possi-
ble through advancements in technology that fed Industrializa-
tion. While every original map was still singularly sketched and
coded, by 1846, lithography “allowed maps on paper to be trans-
ferred as reversed images to stone for printing,” creating a sus-
tainable business model for map production.! Certainly the con-
cept of insurance cartography existed prior to lithography.
Though no map exists, company records evidence that the first
fire insurance map was of London created by Thomas Leverton
for the Phoenix Assurance Company, Ltd. in 1782. Others fol-
lowed, including the 1790 “Ichnography of Charleston [South
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Carolina]” by Edmund Petrie but “There is general agreement
that George T. Hope, Secretary of the Jefferson Insurance Co. of
New York was the grandfather of American insurance cartogra-
phy when he began in 1850 to compile a large scale map of New
York City as an aid in calculating fire risk on specific proper-
ties.”? The most prominent and prolific manufacturer of these
maps in the United States was the Sanborn Map Company
formed in 1875. Such maps were widely used by insurance com-
panies covering property in the U.S. from 1850 until the 1970°s
when insurance cartography was replaced by new less expensive
methods for assessing value and risk.

One can imagine why the process of creating finely detailed maps
was considerably expensive. Though lithography streamlined
reproduction of maps, each map was still thoroughly researched
and hand drawn in the field by surveyors/trotters/striders, coded
and proofread in centralized offices, and afier lithography, each
sheet was hand colored.’ “Of first importance were the colors to
show the different materials used in the construction of a build-
ing.”* Updating maps was another process. It was quickly dis-
covered that redrawing every map each time another survey was
done was not cost effective or efficient. Paste overs became the
first solution, with the physical maps from past years having the
original drawings literally pasted over with paper showing the
drawings, colors, and codes of the new structures or land use.
Recognizing this process of editing is a crucial piece in interpret-
ing the maps.

Surveyors were often young men characterized by their love of
adventure, willingness to travel, and attention to detail. Though
working alone, they were guided by a standard set of coding and
recording guidelines, Surveyor's Manual for the Exclusive Use
and Guidance of Employees, first published by The Sanborn
Company in 1905. Their work required that they know the ins
and outs of cities, knocking on the doors and asking for entry to
almost every building. They witnessed and recorded in their
company newsletter, The Sanborn Surveyor, events in American
history that they recognized as significant at the time such as sur-
veyor, E. G. Merwin’s account of the 1906 San Francisco Fire
and seemingly insignificant quips that have provided historians
with first-hand accounts on behind the curtain lives of late 19"
century Americans. From surveyor and later Commissioner of
the Boys Scouts of America, Dan Beard’s autobiography,

In St. Louis there was a big square building, very similar to the
one in Bucktown, Cincinnati, but this had an extremely secretive
and mysterious appearance. . .I knocked at the door and the
Janitor opened it. He was very careful and noncommittal, and I
immediately surmised that I had struck a gambling house. I,
however, told him my business... He looked at the map in my hand
and was convinced; "Can you keep your mouth shut?”...I was
conscious of an uncanny and disagreeable odor, and when I
come out upon the floor I saw the cause. Laid out on tables
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Print and Microfilm Versions: Many local public libraries, uni-
versity and college libraries, historical societies and state libraries
hold original bound print versions of fire insurance maps for their
related geographic areas. Even more likely is the possibility that
one of these institutions holds copies of the microfilm versions.
If neither print nor microfilm versions are locally accessible the
Library of Congress holds the most comprehensive collection of
Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps in both print and microfilm for-
mats. Check a local library’s catalog for fire insurance maps.
Alternatively search WorldCat http://www.worldcat.org, a cata-
log that compiles the library catalogs of research, public, and
special libraries from across the globe, for holdings in your area
or beyond. A keyword search of: fire insurance maps and [state
name], is a quick start to locating maps via library catalog.

2ys 1d Guides

Library of Congress Holdings: Easily determine if a city has a
Sanborn map and for what years by consulting the Library of
Congress’s digital version of its 1981 print book, Fire Insurance
Maps in the Library of Congress. Online: http://www.loc.gov/rr/
geogmap/sanborn.

Abbreviations: Environmental Data Resources Inc., has created
a key and easy to read, more up-to-date abbreviation guide for the
Sanborn maps. Online at: www.edrnet.com/File%20Library/
pdfs/Sanbornkey.pdf.

Keys: There are various Sanborn map keys available online and
in the print and microfilm versions of the maps. One such key is
available through the Indiana State Library at: http://www.in.gov/
library/images/mapkey.jp and is printed here on page 5.
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With a primer base in fire insurance maps, their history and uses,
a set of guides and keys, and thrill for discovery, any researcher
can uncover the past of America’s cities, businesses, people and
manufacturing facilities such as glass bottling and glassware
plants. A friendly warning, once you begin looking at Sanborn
maps, it is very difficult to stop. You will find yourself hours
later having virtually wandered a past city, following one fasci-
nating find after another.

End
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Editor’s Note: Kristi L. Palmer is Director of the Indiana Uni-
versity-Purdue University Indianapolis, The IUPUI University
Library Center for Digital Scholarship. We have talked about the
potential of this article for several months. Kristi has gone out of
her way to develop an understanding of glass factories and glass
collecting. The results are evident in this article - not a history
lesson but a hands on guide to help you make use of fire insur-
ance maps as a research tool. We extend our thanks to Kristi and
the University Library Center.
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