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Reading the Past:
A Beginner’s Guide to Sanborn Maps



Sanborn
Maps

Sanborn maps are scaled maps depicting roads, individual buildings, and construction details. They were originally
created for the fire insurance industry by the Sanborn Map Company beginning in the mid-1800s. Sanborn Maps exist for
approximately 12,000 municipalities across the United States, Mexico, and Canada.

They contain information on street layout, building size and location, construction type, building height & area, wall
thickness, building details such as stairs, elevators, windows, doors, parapets, awnings, etc., and utility locations.

Sanborn Maps should be consulted early in a project for information about historic site conditions, including existing
buildings and previous buildings on the site. They are particularly useful for the historic tax credit application process.
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Sanborn Maps

Dates differ by municipality, and there are often multiple editions. Specific editions can be further divided into volumes,
but not all editions contain all volumes. Most editions are also “corrected” with paste-on slips as cities evolved. Editions
with a range of years indicate that the edition has several corrections from different years. Corrections are also usually
visible on the maps.
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When were they created?



Physical copies of Sanborn Maps are kept at libraries and universities throughout the United States. Some editions are
available online. A full list of available maps, in color, can be found on the Library of Congress Digital Collections website.

Ohio Sanborn Maps are also available online through OWL (Ohio Web Library): https://sanborn.ohioweblibrary.org/. Note
that these maps are typically lower quality and can therefore be more difficult to read. They can be searched by
address/intersection. Keep in mind that street names and/or address numbers may have changed over the years.

How do we access them?

Sanborn Maps
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Sanborn Maps
EDITIONS
Sanborn Maps were released in editions loosely corresponding to the year they were completed.
Typically, multiple editions exist for a given city. Each edition has a general index that lists the
neighborhoods covered and includes a master street index. It may also contain a key map
showing the areas covered in each volume.

VOLUMES
Larger cities were broken down into volumes corresponding to geographical area. In Cincinnati,
for example, there are a total of eleven volumes throughout all of the editions. Each volume
contains its own street index and key map, which breaks the volume down into sections.

SECTIONS
Each section has its own sheet, where the information about each individual building is located.
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Navigating the maps

Edition Key Map Volume Key Map Section Map



Sanborn Maps

Sanborn Maps are distinctive for their highly specific set of symbols, which allows complex information to be
conveyed clearly. Knowledge of the keys and colors is essential to proper interpretation of the information.

COLOR
Yellow indicates wood frame structures.
Red indicates brick construction.
Olive green and/or brown indicates fire-resistive construction.
Gray indicates adobe construction. Gray is also used to indicate metal or iron building materials.
Blue indicates stone, concrete, and/or cinder block construction.
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Reading the maps

Veneer Mixed Construction



Sanborn Maps
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Reading the maps

LINE STYLE
A solid line indicates a solid wall.
A break in a line shows doorways and other passages.
Dashed lines can indicate some aspect of wall construction or the presence of a mansard roof.
Extending solid lines beyond the edge of a building was a technique for indicating how high above
the roof fire walls were built.



Sanborn Maps
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Reading the maps

CENTRAL LETTER: ACTIVITY
“A” indicates automobile (usually designates the location of a garage)
“Conf’y” indicates a confectionary (candy store)
“D” or “Dwg” indicates a dwelling
“DG” indicates a dry goods store
“F” indicates a flat or apartment
“Gro” indicates a grocery
“PO” indicates a post office
“S” indicates a store
“Sal” indicates a saloon
“Vac” indicates the space is vacant
“W Ho” indicates a warehouse
The letter “B” indicates the presence of a basement
A large X drawn over the building indicates a stable

D: Dwelling

S: Store F: Flat/Apartment

A: Auto Garage Stable



Sanborn Maps
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Reading the maps

CORNER SYMBOL: ROOF CONSTRUCTION
A filled dot indicates a composition roof
An open dot indicates a noncombustible roof (metal, slate, tile, etc.)
An ‘X’ symbol indicates a shingle roof

Composition Roof

Noncombustible Roof
Shingle Roof



Sanborn Maps
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Reading the maps

NUMBERS
A large number with a circle in the street indicates the base elevation
A large number in the street indicates street width
A large number near the front of the building indicates the number of stories
A small number adjacent to a wall indicates wall thickness
A small number straddling a wall indicates a party wall thickness
A large number outside of the front of a building indicates address
A small number with a “feet” symbol near an exterior wall indicates building height

Symbols and abbreviations are often combined; for example, “S in B” represents
“store in basement.” “2B” indicates two stories and a basement.

Keys or legends changed over time; reference the legends published in the atlases
within the editions.



Sanborn Maps
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Reading the maps

SYMBOLS
A solid line just outside of the exterior wall indicates a brick or metal cornice.
A dashed line just outside of the exterior wall indicates a framed cornice.
Solid lines extended beyond the building perimeter with hash marks indicate a parapet wall. 
Each hash mark indicates 6" of height.
A dashed or solid box with the letter ‘E’ indicates a specific style of elevator.

Steel AwningOpen Wood PorchSkylightsElevators/Stairs
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The Riley House

Sanborn Maps

Let’s examine the Sanborn Maps of the Riley House (Mercer
County Historical Society) property located at 130 E Market
Street in Celina, Ohio. 
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The Riley House

Sanborn Maps
A quick search for Celina on OWL yields seven Sanborn Map
editions: August 1885, November 1890, August 1895, July
1907, March 1914, October 1926, and October 1926-March
1940. The index of each edition indicates that the southwest
corner of Market and Ash is shown within section 17. 

1885 edition key map 1885 map indicates the site is vacant
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The Riley House

Sanborn Maps

1890 map indicates the site is vacant 1895 map indicates the site is vacant 1907 map indicates a structure on the site
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The Riley House

Sanborn Maps

1914 map indicates the same structure on the site
*note the address change

1926 map indicates the same structure on the site 1926-1940 map indicates the same structure on the site
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The Riley House

Sanborn Maps

1926-1940 map - zoomed into section 17. We can see a 16-1/2' wide alley
connecting Main and Ash, waterlines, hydrants, and that Market is 100' wide. 

1926-1940 map - zoomed into the Riley House property. “D” indicates a dwelling. “2” indicates two
stories in height. Unhatched circles indicate noncombustible roofs. Dashed lines indicate porches.
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The Selby Building

Sanborn Maps

Let’s examine the Sanborn Maps of the Selby Building
property located at 441 Main Street in Coshocton, Ohio. 



clange@revivaldesign.co revivaldesign.co

The Selby Building

Sanborn Maps
A quick search for Coshocton on OWL yields nine Sanborn
Map editions: May 1884, September 1889, May 1893, May
1899, March 1905, February 1912, August 1925, May 1931, and
May 1931-April 1962. The index of each edition indicates that
the southwest corner of Main and 5th is shown within
section 15. 

1884 edition key map 1885 map indicates the site has one dwelling
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The Selby Building

Sanborn Maps

1889 map indicates the site has one dwelling 1893 map indicates the site has one dwelling 1899 map indicates a commercial building on the site
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The Selby Building

Sanborn Maps

1889 map - zoomed in

Information we can gather:

431-437 was a two-story, 28' high building with a two-story porch or canopy
on the rear right side. The interior was divided into three storefronts housing
a jeweler, tailor, and millinery (hats). A brick cornice spanned the Main Street
facade. The roof was noncombustible. There were openings in the interior
walls on the second floor. There was a fire door on the first and second floors
connecting this building to 439. A 12" high parapet wall separated 437 and
439. No parapet wall separated 431 from 429. The wall between 437 and 439
was 16" thick on the first and second floors. The wall between 431 and 429
was 12" thick on the first and second floors.

439-449 was a three-story, 45' high building fronting Main and 5  with a two-
story section at the rear and a one-story section with three skylights in the
center. The interior was divided into six storefronts housing a boots & shoes
and dry goods store, a furniture store, a second dry goods store, a post office,
a drug store, and a third dry goods store. The second floor had a wraparound
hallway and housed printing. The third floor housed an armory hall. There was
an open elevator at the rear of the building. A brick cornice spanned the Main
Street facade. The roof was noncombustible. The 5  Street exterior wall had a
12" high parapet wall that wrapped around the southwest corner of the three-
story part of the building. A large interior stair was indicated off 5  Street.

th

th

th
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The Selby Building

Sanborn Maps

1905 map - zoomed in

What changed between the 1889 map and this 1905 map:

The millinery in 437 became a restaurant.
431-437 had several areas added to the east and south (rear) of the building.

The first-floor post office in 447 became a grocer.
Yocum’s Coshocton Business School occupied the 5  Street side of the third
floor.

th

Additional significant changes to the Selby Building are visible throughout
the edition years of the Coshocton, Ohio, Sanborn Maps, which we will not
review in detail here, but I encourage you to dive into your own investigation!



Have an old building you’re
trying to understand?

Revival helps communities, developers, and building owners

navigate adaptive reuse—from understanding what they have to

unlocking what it can become.

Cally Lange, AIA, NCARB
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