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Genealogy is the study of family history and it has become the third most 
popular hobby in the country behind stamp collecting and coin collecting. 
Tracing one's ancestors through the generations requires a knowledge of 
history and maps to follow the family's mobility and change of habitat. This 
article will discuss some of the map sources and references which will help a 
genealogist in his research and special emphasis will be give to map sources 
pertaining to Arlington County, Virginia. 

We are fortunate to have two great map collections available for research 
purposes in the vicinity of Arlington County. These are the Cartographic Ar-. 
chives at the National Archives containing over 1,500,000 maps, ' and the Car­
tographic Collections at the Library of Congress consisting of over 3,500,000 
maps and 44,000 atlases. 2 

There are four types of general questions for which the genealogist or 
local historian will find maps as useful sources: 1) location of place names, 2) 
determining political administrative divisions, 3) determining boundary 
changes, and 4) to locate places in urban communities. 3 

Place Names 

Perhaps the most common question a genealogist will have is: "Where is 
this place?". A place name will be found in a will, deed, letter, family diary or 
Bible. With a known place name, the search should begin with gazetteers. 
Most atlases include a gazetteer or index of place names up to and including 
the 345,000 entry Times Index-Gazetteer of the World.• For the United States, 
the most detailed list of place names is in the Rand McNally Commercial Atlas 
and Marketing Guide, s an annual publication which lists about 200,000 places. 
Comprehensive American gazetteers listing cities, towns, villages, post offices, 
counties, and townships with descriptions appeared regularly from 1795 to 
1884, 6 and individual state gazetteers have been produced off and on since 
1806. The authoritative index to these gazetteers is Sealock and Seely's 
Bibliography of Place Name Literature. 1 Not included in Sealock and Seely are 
the R.L. Polk directories which appeared from about the 1880's to the 1920's. 
They are essentially gazetteers in that they list each populated place in the state 
with descriptions of the places and lists of subscribers. There are several 
sources where Virginia place names can be researched. 8 The United States 
Geological Survey is in process of preparing place name lists for each of the 50 

: states based upon all the names found on the U.S. Geological Survey 
topographic maps. It will be published as USGS Professional Paper 1200. 
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There are many state, county, and city atlases which are useful sourc~s for 
place names. A union list was prepared by Clare E. LeGear with the coopera­
tion of over 200 libraries in the United States. 9 Since this checklist was 
prepared over thirty years ago, a search of the atlas shelflist at the Library of 
Congress will indicate if additional items have been added to the collections. 
Many of the old county and state atlases and maps are being reprinted by local 
historical societies . The Bookmark (P .0. Box 74, Knightstown, Indiana 
46148), Unigraphic, Inc. (1401 North Fares Avenue, Evansville, Indiana 
4771 l)and Historic Urban Plans (Box 276, Ithaca, New York 14850), are com­
mercial publishers who specialize in this type of product. Atlases of reprinted 
'state maps have been compiled and published by E. Kay Kirkham ' 0 and 
Richard H. Jackson. 11 

If the place name cannot be located through gazetteers and atlases, one 
can use individual sheet maps of large scale coverage for research. Some local 
place names often include family names and these may verify the existence of 
an early resident by that name at a particular site. 

A good world atlas can be a useful reference in your search for a par­
ticular place name. The Bartholomew Times Atlas' 2 and the National 
Geographical Society's Atlas of the World' 3 are two of the better atlases for 
this purpose. The Columbia Lippincott Gazetteer of the World' 4 is a good 
source to obtain more detail on a particular entry. Locating a place name in a 
foreign country is done much the same as for the United States. It is desirable 
to find a source contemporary with the particular place. The United States 
Board on Geographic Names gazetteers are useful sources to start your search. 
They will include geographical coordinates which can be used to locate the 
place name on a map. After locating the place name, a genealogist will pro­
bably want to know the political jurisdiction at a specific period in time so that 
the appropriate records can be searched. 

Minor Civil Divisions 

Related to locating place names of specific places is the question of find­
ing a township or minor civil division. Counties are divided into minor civil 
divisions. In the Northeast and Midwest, these minor civil divisions are called 
townships and are given proper names. In New England, they are called towns 
and have remained important locally. In states where land was surveyed and 
sold by the General Land Office, the townships were six miles square. These 
rectangular townships north of the Ohio River and west of the Mississippi 
River were given proper names. Years ago people often gave their addresses in 
terms of these townships in their correspondence and legal documents. These 
townships are not commonly shown on modern maps so an earlier or historical 
map may have to be used. 

The Bureau of the Census still uses minor civil divisions for census taking 
purposes and prints state maps showing their jurisdiction. 15 Androit 
Associates' 6 has compiled a detailed index of townships which is a useful 
reference aid. 
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If the genealogist intends to locate someone on the microfilm census rolls, 
then identifying the minor civil division or township becomes very important. 
since the names are listed under the states by counties, then by minor civil divi­
sions or incorporated places. Identifying the township means the patron can 
eliminate having to look through all the other townships in the county. 

Boundary Changes 

Another common problem related to the early days of the various states 
and territories is boundary changes. As the states were settled, new counties 
and minor civil divisions were organized, either out of unorganized territory or 
from divisions of previously organized units . Keeping track of these boundary 
changes is difficult. Tracing the genealogy of a county can best be done in 
Kane's The American Counties. 11 Birdsall and Florin 18 published a series of 
county outline maps for the southeastern United States which is a good 
reference aid. The Library of Congress has recently published a list of fac­
simile maps and atlases' 9 which can be useful for this purpose too. Charles F. 
Cocke was the author of three publications on parish boundaries in Virginia, 20 

which will aid Virginia researchers. 

Urban Places 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth century, the United States was 
predominantly a rural society, however cities were beginning to develop into 
places where increasing numbers of inhabitants sought employment during the 
industrial age. Locating people in urban areas requires some different tech­
niques. As towns were incorporated and reached over 5,000 inhabitants, an ur­
ban area would be subdivided into wards for census and administrative pur­
poses. A genealogist will find the search for an ancestor easier when using the 
census rolls if the ward of residence is known. Many county atlases produced 
during the period of 1860-1920 would show the ward boundaries in towns and 
cities. E. Kay Kirkham 21 has rep·~oduced many of these city ward maps of the 
period and compiled an index to streets by wards. This makes it easier to locate 
a person's residence or business if the street address is known. Michael H. 
Shelley22 compiled a selective checklist of early ward maps in the Library of 
Congress. 

Fire insurance maps by the Sanborn Map Company are useful sources for 
locating ancestral residences and business places. There are two volumes show­
ing the types of construction for buildings in Arlington County for the period 
of 1936. 23 

Land Ownership 

Genealogists will find land ownership maps and atlases another in­
teresting source to search. Richard Stephenson24 compiled a good checklist of 
these county maps in 1967. Donald A. Wise25 prepared a Land Ownership 
Map of Arlington County, Virginia based on the original Colonial land plats 
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for the period 1669-1796. Another useful map for land ownership /s the 
Howell and Taylor26 Map of Alexandria County, Virginia, 1900. During the 
Civil War, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers prepared some detailed maps of 
the Environs of Washington. 21 Sheets 4, 7 and 8 cover the Falls Church area, 
Bailey's Crossroads, and Four Mile Run-Potomac area. Landowners are 
shown as of that time. The Franklin Survey Company28 prepared land owner­
ship maps of Arlington County in 1935, 1943, and 1952. These also show land 
ownership data for the respective time periods. 

In conclusion, genealogists and local historians are interested in going 
beyond just locating an ancestor. They are usually compiling a family history 
and will want to use maps to help recreate their ancestor's experiences and 
travels. The Arlington County Deed Books provide much information on peo­
ple and their ownership of land from Colonial times to the present. Many of 
them contain survey plats on individual lots and subdivision plans. There is 
one volume related to Land Suits extending from June 7, 1835 to May 1843. 
There are also two "Road Books" showing rights-of-ways (1890-1924) and a 
"book of six survey plats" (1852-1856) by the County Surveyors. Fairfax 
County Archives has Deed and Minute Books, Records of Surveys 
(1742-1856), and Land Records of Long Standing (1757) which are invaluable 
sources for research. The Archives in Alexandria City Hall, District of Colum­
bia Court House (see the Office of the Surveyor land plats), Prince William 
and Stafford county Court Houses have land records pertaining to present-day 
Arlington County research. Another resource is the Virginia State Archives in 
Richmond where the Northern Neck Proprietorship Land Records and Survey 
Plats are located along with some "Loose Papers" from the Arlington County 
Archives. 29 The Virginiana Collection in the Arlington County Library has a 
collection of some 400 maps relating to Arlington County and environs. It also 
has some very useful references to maps. 30 There are over 5,000 maps of 
Virginia in the Library of Congress cartographic collections. It is estimated 
that at least 250 maps are related directly to Arlington County, and many 
other maps cover the environs. 

The genealogist and local historian can make arrangements to obtain 
photocopies of maps or portions of a map or atlas to make his family history 
more complete. Facsimiles whether xerox (which is usually the cheapest 
method) or the more expensive photostats will usually suffice. Always make 
correct and complete citations of maps by title, authority, scale, date, and 
which collection or library it came from. Later, you may wish to see the 
original map again or to obtain better reproductions. 

Genealogical research is growing in popularity. Maps can provide answers 
or clues to many questions a genealogist may have. The challenge of locating 
places and people from past generations can be very rewarding. 
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