
Using Maps in Genealogy 

Getting Started 
Maps are one of many sources you may 
need to complete a family tree. 

In genealogical research, maps can provide 
clues to where our ancestors may have lived 
and where to look for written records about 
them. Beginners should master basic genea
logical research techniques before starting 
to use topographic maps. 

Introductory books on genealogy suggest 
timesaving ways to plan, gather, organize, 
and record findings. 

To learn basic genealogical research techniques, 
it's best to start with the most concise, easy-to
read books, gazetteers, articles, pamphlets, and 
other sources that apply directly to the kind of 
research you plan to do. 

Books on the shelves of your local library may 
not include those that will best serve your pur
pose. However, many libraries and bookstores 
have the latest edition of Books in Print. Its sub
ject guide gives the titles, authors, publishers, 
and prices of hundreds of books on genealogy. 

Many libraries also have directories that 
give the names and addresses of local, State, 
regional, and national associations of genea
logists, historians, and ethnic groups. 

You may also find a copy of the pamphlet 
Where to Write for Birth, Death, Divorce, 
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and Marriage Records. If not, you can 
purchase a copy from the U.S. Government 
Printing Office, Washington, DC 20402. 

Finally, online searching on terms such 
as "genealogy" through any of the major 
World Wide Web search engines (including 
www.yahoo.com, www.excite.com, and 
www.infoseek.com) or online bookstores 
can direct you to Web sites and other 
resources that can help. 

Why Maps Can Be Useful 
Once you've gathered as many facts 
about family history and customs as 
possible, turn to maps to uncover 
more specific information or to solve 
historical umysteries., 

Old and new maps can help you track down 
facts about a branch of your family. How? ln the 
United States, birth, death, property, and some 
other kinds of records are normally kept by 
county governments. If you can name the place 
where an ancestor lived, new or old maps of that 
place may also show the county seat where 
useful data about your kin can be obtained. 

Old maps can be particularly useful in this 
regard because pinpointing the name of a 
place where an ancestor lived can be like trying 
to hit a moving target. Many towns, counties, 

cities, and even countries have experienced 
numerous name changes over the years. 

Though their names have changed, some of 
these places may be noted on an old map. 
The location of some others may be found in 
sources such as lists of abandoned post offices, 
local histories, government records, microfilm 
records or clippings from old newspapers, old 
city directories, or old county atlases kept in 
the library archives of a town, city, or county 
in the region. 

If you find unfamiliar place names during 
your search, the U.S. Geological Survey 
can help. 

The Geographic Names Information System 
(GNIS) is the Nation's official data base of 
place names. The GNIS is maintained by the 
U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) and can often 
provide information on name changes. This data 
base contains 2 million entries, including the 
names of places that no longer exist, as well 
as variant names for existing places. 

This automated system also contains the 
names of every type of feature except roads 
and highways. It is especially useful for genea
logical research because it contains entries 
for communities, as well as for churches and 
cemeteries, even those that no longer exist. 

To use this free service, e-mail: 
gnismanager@usgs.gov, telephone 
703-648-4544, or write to the U.S . 
Geological Survey, Geographic Names, 
523 National Center, Reston, VA 20192. 
You can also visit the GNIS Web site 
at mapping.usgs.gov/www/gnis. 

Constantly changing place names are not the 
only challenge; the boundaries of many political 
jurisdictions where early Americans lived have 
changed one or more times. Some American 
families lived in the same locale for hundreds 
of years. Yet, their homes may have been 
swapped back and forth a number of times 
between different political jurisdictions
towns, provinces, States, or countries. 

This can greatly complicate your work. In 
one case, for example, the place where a family 
lived for the entire 19th century was at various 
times part of seven different counties. In such 
a case, you might have to query all seven 
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courth u e to obtain data n ded about m m
b r of the family. Re or or copie of record 

re rarely acquir d b a ucce ding county. 

Finding the Right Maps 
To find useful maps, you must have 
strong clues as to where and when your 
ancestors lived. 

The be t map for your purpo e ar on that: 

how in great d tail an area around 
the place where your relati e li ed· 

how it location within a county 
r other juri diction · and 

• nam and how the border of 
neighboring area . 

A plat book in a town hall or county courthou 
or an old fire in urance map may how an out
line of your ance tor hou and it placement 
on your ance tor' prop rty. 

uch map hould help you pictur where 
relative were born re ided, attended chool 
worked, hopped, voted, traveled over land or 
wat r courted, married, rai ed familie and 
w re laid to rest. You may need later maps 
of the arne or other places to track down 
en uing generation . 

Map u ually ugge t orne pattern of ettle
ment and movement and rule out other . For 
example, topographic and other relief map may 
how hi ll or mountain that imp ded migration 

or acce s to certain area . Rivers bridged now 
may not have been bridged when kin lived 
nearby. Yet, a river can aid migratory travel 
becau e ometime it i ea ier to travel on water 
than through den e fore t and undergrowth, 
and it i even po sible that your ance tor trav
eled by waterway to market to attend church 
or chool or to pur ue a ho t of other intere t . 

Map covering larger area may ugge t variou 
kind of trade employment and ocial recre
ational or other interaction among the p ople 
of neighboring town , ttl ment or oth r 
locale . Analy i of uch map may xpand th 
cope of re ear h beyond nearby county tate 

pr incial , or national boundarie . 
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Gathering Other Resources 
Once you've used maps to identify the 
most likely place names for your ances
tors' homes, try a local library or historical 
society to find atlases, gazetteers, local 
directories, and other sources that pertain 
to locales of interest. 

The refi r nc ection of many librarie 
al o hav the e u eful dir ctori : 

Dire tmy of Hi to rica/ ocieti of the 
United State and anada: American 
A ociation for tate and Loca l Hi tory, 

a hvill , Tenn. 1990. Thi directory li t 
about I ,000 ource in a genealogy index. 

Official Mu eum Directory [American 
Association of Mu eum J: National Regj ter 
Publi hing ompany Wilmette Ill. 19 9. 

Your local librarian may at o be able to ugg 
omeon who has acce to ource uch a 

Map Guide to the U . Federal en u es, 
1790 - 1920: Genea logical Publi hing 

ompany, Baltimore 1988. Thi 445-page book 
how all U. . county boundarie from I 790 to 

1920. On each of nearly 400 map old county 
line are uperimpo d over mod rn one to 
highlight boundary change at I 0-year interval . 

Separate books or papers have been 
published about the "genealogy" of each 
of a large number of States, counties, and 
other areas. 

For example: Ab tra t of the Earlie t Will 
Upon Record in the ounty of Suffolk, 
Ma achu eft : Genealogical Publi hing 

ompany Baltimore, 1984. 

urname · in Ireland, Special Report On 
[together with} Varieties and ynonym of 
Surname and Chri tian ame in Ireland: 

en alogical Publi hing ompany Baltimore, 
2 v. indexed, 190 I , 1909 (reprinted I 988). 

Historical atlases can also prove useful. 

A Gen alogi a/ and Hi torica/ At/a ofth 
nited tat ofAm ri a: erton Publi h r 

Logan, tah, 1976. 

At/a of Arn rican Hi to1: : hart cribner' 

on N w York 1943 294 p. 

Hi tori a/ At/a and hronology of ounty 
Boundarie , 17 - 19 0: .K. Hall Bo ton, 
Ma . 19 4 5 . 

Tov. n hip At/a of the Unit d tal : Androit 
ociate McLean Va ., 1979. 

A rie of ounty Out lin map of th 
outhea tern United State for the A riod 

1790- 19 0: D partm nt of graphy 
Uni er ity ofNorth aro lina, 1973 . 

For infonnation about place names around 
the world, try any of the following: 

hamber, World Gaz fleer: A - Z of 
G ographi a/ Information: ambridge 
Uni rsity Pr 19 . 

olumbia Lippincott Gazett r of the 
World: olumbia Uni er ity Pre and 
J.B. Lippincott 1962. 

Gaz lte r and Glo ari of Geographical 
am of th M mb r ountrie of th 

United a lion and the Agen ie in 
Relation hip with the Unit d ation : 
Bibliograph , 1946- 1976: Wie bad n: 
Franz t iner Verlag 19 4 . 

ame on the Globe: Oxford University Pre , 
w York 1975. 

Pari h Map of the ounti of England and 
Wa/ , In titut of H raldic and n a logical 

erton 1977. 

ht tl Find r: Jev. i h ommunitie in the 
19th and Early 20th enturie in the Pale 
of eltfement of Rus ia and Poland, and 
in Lithuania, Latvia, Gali ia, and Bukovina, 
with arne of R id nts: H ritage B oks 
Bowi Md. 19 9. 

For national place name reference help, 
try the following: 

Bibliography of Place- arne Literature, 
United States and anada: Am rican Library 
A ociation hicago I 9 2, 3d ed. 

a tiona/ Gazetteer of th United tales of 
America, onci e 1990 U. . eological urvey 
Profi ional Paper 1200-U : U. . Government 
Printing Office, Wa hington D. ., 1990. 



Geographic Names and the Federal 
Government: A Bibliography: Geography 
and Map Division, Library of Congress, 1990. 

Webster s New Geographical Dictionary: 
G. & C. Merriam, Springfield, Mass. , 1988. 

For help with place-name research by 
State, consult publications such as the 
following. (This is just a small sampling 
of what's available.) 

A Gazetteer of Maryland and Delaware 
[1904] (reprint): Genealogical Publishing Co., 
Baltimore, 1976. 

A Gazetteer ofVirginia and West Virginia 
[ 1904] (reprint): Genealogical Publishing Co., 
Baltimore, 197 5. 

A list of Places Included in 19th Centwy 
Virginia Directories: Virginia State Library, 
Richmond, 1960. 

The Placenames of Maryland. Their 
Origin and Meaning: Maryland Historical 
Society, 1984. 

Some directories of map collections: 

Many libraries have the current edition of 
The Map Catalog: Vantage Press, a division 
of Random House, New York, 1990. This 
handbook describes features and sources of 
a worldwide range of new and old maps, 
atlases, and related products. It has sections 
on researching old maps, history maps, maps 
of the United States and of foreign countries, 
State and provincial maps, county maps, urban 
maps, city plans, boundary maps, census 
maps, railroad maps, topographic maps, 
and many other kinds of maps. 

World Mapping Today: Butterworths, London, 
1987. A large, 583-page book that describes 
the mapping programs of each country in the 
world and gives the names and addresses of 
each country's principal mapping agencies. 
Section 4 on Map Evaluation provides infor
mation on how to interpret and use maps. 

Map Collections in the United States and 
Canada: A Directory: Special Libraries 
Association, New York, 1984, 4th ed. 

Guide to US. Map Resources, 2 ed.: 
American Library Association, Chicago, 1990. 

Directory of Canadian Map Collections / 
Repertoire des Collections de Cartes 
Canadiennes; Association of Canadian 
Map Libraries, 1980, 4th ed. 

U.S. Department of the Interior 
U.S. Geological Survey 

World Directory of Map Collections, com
piled by the Section of Geography and Map 
Libraries, International Federation of Library 
Associations and Institution~: K.G. Saur, 
Munich, 1986. 

Some map bibliographies: 

Historical Geography of the United States: 
A Guide to Information Sources: Gale 
Research, Detroit, 1982 (see especial.ly p.J:-51). 

Checklist of Printed Maps of the Middle West 
to 1900: G.K. Hall, Boston, 1981-82, 14 v. 

Bibliography of Cartography, Geography and 
Map Division, Library of Congress: G.K. Hall, 
Boston, 1973, 5 v. First Supplement, 1980, 2 v. 

U.S. Geological Survey maps: 

In 1879, the USGS's new library began to accu
mulate its holdings of topographic and many 
other kinds of maps of the United States and 
its territories. 

Copies of maps from the USGS library can 
be ordered as photographic enlargments 
from roll microfilm of out-ofpint maps of 
the United States, its territories, and outly
ing areas. Scales of copies are not exact. 

To order a photocopy of a map in the Survey's 
library, contact any Earth Science Information 
Center or call 1-888-ASK-USGS and describe 
the kind of map you are seeking as completely 
as you can. 

You can order current USGS maps directly 
from the Survey or from a local map dealer. 

The USGS publishes and updates the 
following maps: 

• More than 55,000 large-scale topographic 
maps (I :24,000, I :25 ,000, and I :20,000 
for Puerto Rico) that together show most 
local areas of the United States and its 
territories, with the exception of Alaska's 
2,400 maps at I :63,360. Each map names 
and shows in fairly rich detail every 
settled area and other features within 
the map's boundaries. 

• Topographic maps of selected counties 
at scales of l :50,000 or I: I 00,000. 

You can purchase these and other USGS maps 
from the USGS or a local map dealer. 

For each State, the USGS publishes an Index 
to Topographic and Other Map Coverage 
and [State} Catalog a/Topographic and 
other Published Maps [all scales}. To obtain 
a free index and catalog for one or more States, 

contact any Earth Science Information Center, 
or call 1-888-ASK-USGS. 

Geography and Map Division, Library 
of Congress: 

This Division holds and has direct access to 
almost 4 million maps, 51,000 atlases, 8,000 
reference works, and a large number of related 
materials in other formats. 

The Division draws on these vast resources to 
provide cartographic and geographic information 
to Federal and local governments, the scholarly 
community, and the public. No single catalog 
includes the Division's total holding, but card and 
book catalogs provide access to its collections. 

The atlas collection includes representative 
volumes of all significant publishers of atlases 
over the past five centuries. The atlases cover 
individual continents, countries, states, coun
ties, cities, and other geographic regions, as 
well as the world. They range in scope from 
general to topical. 

Of major interest to genealogists are land owner
ship records kept by Federal, State, county, and 
local government agencies. A good source for 
early county maps is Land Ownership Maps: 
A Checklist of Nineteenth Century United 
States County Maps in the Library of 
Congress, 1967. 

Old and new large- and small-scale planimetric, 
topographic, and other kinds of maps are avail
able for every part of the United States and for 
most other areas of the world. 

Among the many county maps and city and 
town plans are some 700,000 large-scale 
Sanborn fire insurance maps. Since 1867, 
the firm has issued and periodically updated 
detailed plans of 12,000 U.S. cities and towns. 
Some areas are represented by as many as 
eight different editions. This collection is an 
unrivaled cartographic and historic record of 
America's urban settlement and growth over 
more than a century. 

Reference services through the Library 
of Congress: 

Reference service is available to the public 
in the Geographic and Map Reading Room 
in Washington, D.C., and by telephone or 
correspondence. 

The collections in the Geographic and Map 
Reading Room are for reference use only. 
Maps and atlases are not available for sale 
or free distribution. 
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The Geography and Map Division will 
respond to requests that cannot be answered 
by a library or other source in your locality. 
In many cases, the Division can tell you the 
present name of a place where you believe 
an ancestor once lived, and sometimes it can 
suggest places where vital and other records 
about your ancestor may be on file. It is not 
possible, however, for the Division to under
take extensive research projects or to assist 
students in preparing term papers, bibli
ographies, or other acadenlic assignments. 

Geography and Map Reading Room at 
the Library of Congress: 

This large reading room is open to the public 
Monday- Friday (8:30 a.m.-5 p.m.). It is ill 
Room LM BO l of the Library of Congress 
James Madison Memorial Building, 101 
Independence Avenue, SE., Washington, D.C. 

In the reading room, geographic and carto
graphic bibliographies, reference books, 
gazetteers, and current issues of cartographic 
journals are readily available for consultation. 

Acquiring photocopies of maps and plates: 

Subject to copyright or other restrictions, 
photocopies of maps and plates from atlases 
may be ordered through the Library's 
Photoduplication Service. Two free brochures 
are also available: 

( 1) Geography and Map Division, the Library 
of Congress 

(2) List of Publications, Geography and 
Map Division 

Look for them in your library or order 
copies from: 

Geography and Map Division 
Library of CO"Qgress 
Washington, DC 20540-4650 

Another helpful Library of Congress publication 
is The Geography and Map Division: A Guide 
to its Collections and Services. This booklet 
describes some noteworthy items in the 
Library's collection. You can order it (specify 
stock number 030-004-00015 -9) from: 

Superintendent of Documents 
U.S. Government Printing Office 
Washington, DC 20402 

Cartographic and Architectural Branch, 
National Archives: 

The National Archives is the official repository 
for noncurrent, permanently valuable records 
produced by the Federal Government since 
1774, including almost 2 million maps. 
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If your library does not have a copy of the 
free pamphlet, Cartographic and Architectural 
Branch, you can order it (specify General 
Information Leaflet #26) from: 

Publications Sales Branch 
National Archives 
8th and Pennsylvania Ave., NW. 
Washington, DC 20408 
202-50 l -5235 

The National Archives also offers the Guide 
to Genealogical Research in the National 
Archives. This 304-page illustrated guide was 
revised in 1985. Chapter 20 on Cartographic 
Records describes holdings of the National 
Archives that are of special value to genealogists: 

• Census Records: census enumeration maps, 
enumeration district descriptions, and civil 
division outline maps. 

• General Land Office Records: township 
survey plats and U.S. land district maps. 

• Military Records: manuscript, annotated, and 
printed maps, plans, and charts compiled or 
collected by various military organizations. 

• Other Cartographic Records: small-scale 
civil division maps, postal route maps, USGS 
topographic quadrangle maps, area and 
county soil maps, tax assessment maps, maps 
relating to captured and abandoned property, 
and maps pertaining to American Indians. 

This guide can be ordered from the 
Publications Sales Branch of the National 
Archives or from: 

National Archives Trust Fund 
NEPS Dept. 735 
PO. Box 100793 
Atlanta, GA 30384 
(hardcover $25, plus $3 postage). 

Other National Archives publications 
about cartographic records: 

Civil War Maps, 1964. 

List of Selected Maps of States and 
Territories, 1971. 

Records and Policies of the Post Office 
Department Relating to Place Names, 1975. 

Cartographic Records Relating to American 
Indians, 1974 .. . the Bureau of Indian Affa irs, 
1977 ... the Territory of Iowa 1836- 1848, 
19 71 ... the Territory of Wisconsin, 
1836- 1846, 1970. 

List of Car-tagmphic Records of the General 
Land Office, 1964. 

Pre-Federal Maps In the National 
Archives: An Annotated List, 1975. 

Transportation in Nineteenth-Century 
America: A Survey of the Cartographic 
Records in the National Archives of the 
United States, 19 7 5. 

Preliminary Inventory of the Cartographic 
Records of the Bureau of the Census, 1958. 

Followup Hints: 
Directories and pamphlets are only general 
guides, but they will help direct you to the 
right map collection to suit your needs. 

In making inquiries, give as much informa
tion as possible. Try to provide the State, 
county, and town or township; the publisher, 
year, and place of publication; and the edition 
of the map or volume of maps. Specify the 
kind of information that you want on the map 
and the approximate area of coverage. 

The map researcher will then be able to 
indicate if that map - or one like it- exists 
in that particular collection. 
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More information: 
For information on other USGS products 
and services, call 1-888-ASK-USGS, use the 
Ask-USGS fax-on-demand system, which is 
available 24 hours a day at 703-648-4888, or 
visit the general interest publications Web site 
on mapping, geography, and related topics at 
mapping. usgs.gov /www /products/ 
mappubs.html. 

Please vi sit the USGS home page at 
www. usgs.gov/. 
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