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In data science talk, placing data on a map changes it into geospatial data. When you use 

geospatial data in a chart, your eyes can explore the information quickly.  

For instance, let’s consider the following data visualization from the 1890 Census data. It 

explains where the US population was located. The darker the color, the more populated the 

area and likewise for the lighter areas. We see an intense population in the northeastern area 

of the United States and less so in the western plains.  

 

1890 Census Statistical Report: View all reports  

It would have taken days to read a spreadsheet and get the same impact as a single picture. 

This is why I love maps.  

These are tips I have used to find my ancestors and I believe will help you in your hunt. 

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1890/dec/bulletins/demographics.html
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Tip 1: You Need Context 

As you research in a new geographic area, you are wise to use an atlas and a gazetteer to 

learn the boundaries, the neighboring areas, the waterways, and the major cities. These facts 

help you understand where to seek records.  

Use these resources to assist: 

▪ Kentucky Atlas and Gazetteer, DeLorme Mapping Company. 

Note: You can find good used ones easily. 

▪ Kentucky Atlas & Gazetteer Website  

There are older gazetteers available on Google Books at no charge. When you visit Google 

Books, use the Search field at the top to search for gazetteer or atlas. It’s worth it to check 

every so often to see if newer resources are available. 

Kentucky State Gazetteer and Business Directory: 

▪ Published in 1876 

▪ Published in 1884 

Tip 2: Your “Subject” Needs Context 

Things change. Certainly true for places and place names. As you plan your research, you 

have to know where to look for records. If you don’t understand how the area looked when 

your ancestor lived there, it hampers your progress. 

Kentucky changed from three counties in 1790 to 120 today. As your research goes further 

back in time, you soon find that someone living in Magoffin County in 1850 was living in 

Floyd County during the prior census. If you keep going back, you’ll find the family in 

Mason County or even Virginia. 

 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/10436388-kentucky-atlas-and-gazetteer
https://www.kyatlas.com/
https://d.docs.live.net/37534894791cf6c8/Documents/books.google.com
https://d.docs.live.net/37534894791cf6c8/Documents/books.google.com
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Kentucky_State_Gazetteer_and_Business_Di/XyZEAQAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.google.com/books/edition/_/0RtEAQAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1
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You can find historical Kentucky maps in the following locations but this list is not inclusive: 

▪ KY Secretary of State: Historical Maps 

▪ KY Dept of Transportation Highway Maps: County Archive 

▪ David Rumsey Map Collection: Search for Kentucky 

▪ Library of Congress: Geography and Reading Room  

▪ Old Maps Online: Kentucky 

 

Also, check Haiti Digital Trust, Internet Archvie, and the KYGenWeb site for your county 

of interest. 

County Formation 
Newberry Library has an excellent resource for reviewing county boundaries as they 

changed. These maps are animated and overlaid on a modern map.  

The following chart shows which counties came into existence between the census years. 

Also at the end of the presentation is the Kentucky County Map showing when each county 

formed. 

 

Tip 3: How Did They Get the Land? 

Many early Kentuckians received land through the land grant process. Willard R Jillson 

wrote a book that cataloged all the grants. This book has been translated into databases by 

Ancestry and the Kentucky Secretary of State’s office. 

▪ The Kentucky Land Grants, Jillson Google Books | Ancestry |FamilySearch 

▪ Kentucky Secretary of State Land Office Services Index 

Over the years, the Society has hosted speakers who specialize in this topic. These resources 

are available in the Members Only Digital Library. 

▪ Kentucky Early Land Patent Series, Speaker: Kandi Atkinson, Check 2018 Files 

▪ Finding the Family Farm and Rectangular Family Farm, Speaker: Betty Warren, Check 

2019 Files 

https://www.sos.ky.gov/land/resources/Pages/Geographic-Materials.aspx
https://transportation.ky.gov/Planning/Pages/Historical-Maps.aspx
https://www.davidrumsey.com/luna/servlet/view/search?sort=Pub_List_No_InitialSort%2CPub_Date%2CPub_List_No%2CSeries_No&q=kentucky&search=Go
https://www.loc.gov/search/?q=Maps
https://www.oldmapsonline.org/en/Kentucky
https://digital.newberry.org/ahcb/
https://books.google.com/books?id=6CHWAAAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=ky+land+grants&hl=en&newbks=1&newbks_redir=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjNnJmz5b38AhW7ZzABHalZD4wQ6AF6BAgGEAI
https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/2073/
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Kentucky_Land_and_Property
https://web.sos.ky.gov/land/
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Tip 4: Know the Landowners 

Cadastral surveys document the boundaries of land ownership by the production of 

documents, diagrams, sketches, charts, and maps. They were originally used to ensure 

reliable facts for land valuation and taxation. In the 1850s, the growth of county map 

publishing began. The entire purpose behind county landownership maps and atlases was to 

create maps with sufficient detail to show locations of individual dwellings and names of 

occupants. 

The Library of Congress has an impressive collection of Land Ownership maps, including 21 

counties. However, it pays to check with county libraries and other state institutions for 

maps that may not be widely known. 

 

Tip 5: What Does Land Look Like? 

Topographical maps help us understand how the land is shaped. These maps explain 

elevations.  

The Robert M Rennick Topographical Map Collection at Morehead State University in 

Morehead, KY is a digital collection containing his research. 

Other Topographic Map Collections are at these locations: 

▪ KY Geology Department: KyGeoNet.ky.gov 

▪ US Government Kentucky Collection 

▪ KY Geological Map Collection: View maps 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3701g.ct004064
https://scholarworks.moreheadstate.edu/rennick_maps_all/
https://d.docs.live.net/37534894791cf6c8/Documents/kygeonet.ky.gov
https://www.usgs.gov/news/science-snippet/updated-us-topo-maps-kentucky
https://kgs.uky.edu/kygeode/geomap/
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Tip 6: Where Is That? 

As you search through old records, you might find confusing place names. Here are a few 

resources to help you tease out the locations. 

Robert Rennick has written several books about quirky Kentucky place names. His notes for 

the books are available at Morehead State University. Also, his interviews with county 

historians and genealogists done in the early 1970s are available.  

▪ Guide to Kentucky Place Names, Thomas Fields FamilySearch Library 

▪ Kentucky Place Names, Rennick FamilySearch Library 

Tip 7: Enumeration District!?! 

Census data is collected by magistrate districts and then enumeration districts. An 

enumeration district, as used by the Bureau of the Census, was an area that could be 

covered by a single enumerator (census taker) in one census period. Enumeration districts 

varied in size. 

FamilySearch has census maps from various time periods. 

• 1960 Census Map for Kentucky View Map 

• US State Enumeration Maps 1900-1940   All Maps | Adair - Henderson | Henry - 

Woodford 

There may be other maps available at the Library of Congress and the National Archives. I 

trust you to find those. 

Tip 8: Sanborn is Your Friend 

The Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps Online Checklist provides a searchable database of the 

fire insurance maps published by the Sanborn Map Company housed in the collections of 

the Geography and Map Division. The online checklist is based upon the Library's 1981 

publication Fire Insurance Maps in the Library of Congress and will be continually updated to 

reflect new acquisitions. 

KYGS hosted speaker Dave Schroeder in 2018 to discuss this map collection and clever 

ways to use it. You can find that recording in our Digital Library. 

Tip 9: Is it Still There? 

You can look up an address or walk around an area using Google Map Street View. Bing and 

others offer this service as well. If you are not familiar with the walk around feature, there 

are plenty of YouTube videos that explain how to use it. 

https://scholarworks.moreheadstate.edu/robert_rennick_collection/
https://scholarworks.moreheadstate.edu/robert_rennick_collection/
https://scholarworks.moreheadstate.edu/robert_rennick_collection/
https://scholarworks.moreheadstate.edu/robert_rennick_collection/
https://www.familysearch.org/library/books/records/item/502690-redirection
https://www.familysearch.org/library/books/viewer/392419/?offset=&return=1#page=1&viewer=picture&o=&n=0&q=
https://d.docs.live.net/37534894791cf6c8/Documents/An%20enumeration%20district,%20as%20used%20by%20the%20Bureau%20of%20the%20Census,%20was an%20area%20that%20could%20be%20covered%20by%20a%20single%20enumerator%20(census%20taker)%20in%20one%20census%20period.%20Enumeration%20districts%20varied%20in%20size%20from%20several%20city%20blocks%20in%20densely%20populated%20urban%20areas%20to%20an%20entire%20county%20in%20sparsely%20populated%20rural%20areas.
https://www.familysearch.org/search/image/uri=https:/familysearch.org/recapi/sord/collection/2329948/waypoints
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3QS7-L9HG-HVZF?wc=92VW-MNP%3A1077256301&cc=2329948
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3QS7-89HG-HRWH?wc=92VW-929%3A1077257101&cc=2329948
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:3QS7-89HG-HRWH?wc=92VW-929%3A1077257101&cc=2329948
https://www.loc.gov/rr/geogmap/sanborn/
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Salyersville,+KY+41465
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Tip 10. Error Checking 

Many Kentucky counties and cities share the same name, such as Jackson, KY in Breathitt 

County and Jackson County, Kentucky. If you don’t have the city name with the county, 

such as Jackson, Breathitt, Kentucky, USA then your database may misinterpret the location.  

Ancestry has a map that shows the geolocation for all of your records, making it easy to spot 

bad data. No way did JL Mann live in western Kentucky! Geez. 

 

Tip 11: Finding Maps 

As you are researching, it is handy to have a state printout so you can jot down notes or use 

for a reference.  

▪ Wikimedia Commons has outlined maps with county names for all states Kentucky  

▪ GIS Geography site  

▪ Kentucky  

▪ Virginia 

▪ West Virginia  

▪ Ohio  

▪ Indiana  

▪ Illinois  

▪ Missouri  

▪ Tennessee  

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kentucky_counties_map.png
https://gisgeography.com/kentucky-county-map/
https://gisgeography.com/virginia-county-map/
https://gisgeography.com/west-virginia-county-map/
https://gisgeography.com/ohio-county-map/
https://gisgeography.com/indiana-county-map/
https://gisgeography.com/illinois-county-map/
https://gisgeography.com/missouri-county-map/
https://gisgeography.com/tennessee-county-map/
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