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IN REPLY REFER TO:

United States Department of the Interior

BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20240

January 1983

Dear Reader:

With its beginning more than two hundred years ago, the United States
Rectangular Survey System is typically, and yet somewhat uniquely, a
record of the American frontier spirit blended with the concept of
government for the people.

C. Albert White, U.S. Cadastral Surveyor, presents in this document a
meticulous accounting of the vast story of public land surveying and
registration. This classic research contribution is a detailed reference
which will undoubtedly be well used by historians, land use specialists,
surveyors, and attorneys for contemporary decisionmaking, understanding,
and judgments.

Mr. White began his surveying career with the General Land Office in 1946.
Subsequently, as both a Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and a private
surveyor, he applied his diligent abilities to a wide range of activities
including investigation of the durability of bearing trees, training,
instrumentation, and refinements as well as performing hundreds of "Ground
Pounding” land surveys.

Al White represents the U.S. surveyor of the mid-century of 1900's - a
bridge and integrator of the wisdom and experience of his predecessors to
the expanding uses of latest cost effective technology in cadastral surveying.

| ~
Bernard W. Hostro
Surveyor General
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INTRODUCTION

When first assigned to do an outline of the history of the
development of the public land surveys and the social and
economic conditions leading to the first land ordinance, my
approach was the “usual” one: show the “changes” in the
Instructions to Deputy Surveyors and the Manuals of Sur-
veying Instructions.

I soon came upon nagging questions: Why were the orig-
inal townships numbered north from the Ohio River? Why
were the sections first called lots? Why was the scheme
changed to “sections?” How did the present system of
numbering the sections come about? Why did the Act of
February 11, 1805, call for the intersection method of subdi-
viding the “two-mile blocks” and extend later to the subdivi-
sion of sections? Why were lakes of “25 acres and upward”
meandered?

The reader should by now understand the perplexities
which were not answered by either the Instructions or the
Manuals. These developments did not happen by accident;
they had to have reasons and roots. But how to find the
answers and were the answers even available?

I turned to my good friend Tom Tillman for advice and
assistance, which was immediately given. He told me of the
existence of Microcopy No. 478, which contained the letters
from the Surveyor General Northwest of the Ohio (sent) to
the Secretary of the Treasury and the Commissioner of the
General Land Office; and of Sherman’s book, Peters’ book,
and many others. He generously loaned me his collection of
papers, and eventually told me how to obtain the Annual
Reports of the Commissioners. We also discussed the format:
by subject, or as a chronology? Chronology won because in the
development, everything is cause and effect. One subject
depends upon the other and cannot be divorced into neat little
categories. The book is thus written in order of occurrence,
wherever practical. Occasionally, as in legal cases, the sub-
ject is carried from inception to conclusion, but those in-
stances are rare.

The book was started from January through April of 1976.
I“retired” on April 30, 1976, and did not return to the Bureau
of Land Management until August 1977. When asked to
instruct the history of rectangular surveying at the Cadas-
tral Surveying course (held in Arizona in 1980), I suggested
that the book might be completed as a reference for the
course. Permission was generously granted and I resumed
work on the book.

The National Archives loaned me Microcopy No. 27, which
contains the letters sent to the Surveyors General, 1796-
1901, as well as thousands of letters to Congressmen, sur-
veyors and citizens. The Multnomah County Library, Port-
land, Oregon, most generously allowed me to borrow the
Serial Sets, the volumes of Senate and House Documents,
which contained the Annual Reports of the Secretary of the

Interior and Commissioner of the General Land Office. Var-
ious offices of the Bureau of Land Management supplied me
with copies of requested plats and field notes. Mr. Richard
Crawford of the National Archives in Washington, D.C., sup-
plied me with vital copies of certain documents. All of these
are herein combined into one. Innumerable miscellaneous
textbooks, encyclopedias, publications by other authors,
newspapers, library and historical society references, and
articles printed by the American Congress on Surveying and
Mapping were used as references in the preparation of this
book. Reference was frequently made to the original field
notes and plats of the public land surveys.

The intended use of this book is not that of a novel but as a
reference for rules and policies, as well as the laws on which
they are based. A subject is kept alive until finally laid to rest
such as subdivision of sections or the survey of dried-up lakes.
When a final decision is made, the subject is usually dropped.
Some arguments have never been resolved: the use of line
trees in establishing one sixteenth corners, the use of witness
corners in restoring a true corner point, and the restoration of
State boundaries which mark the boundaries of public lands.
If the problem has never been finally resolved, the answers
will not be found in this book. The book will not give the
reader answers, only the precedence of what has gone before
and why. Mineral surveys are not included.

After 1851, the copies of letters from the Commissioner to
the Surveyors General were kept in separate volumes; that
is, the letters to the Surveyor General of Oregon were kept in
the Oregon Book, to California in the California Book, and so
on. Microcopy No. 27 contains only the letters to the Sur-
veyors General in the States of Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri,
Arkansas and Louisiana, and the public land States lying
east thereof plus the letters to Surveyors and other citizens in
the same area. Letters and Instructions pertaining to Okla-
homa and Kansas after 1875 are also on Microcopy No. 27.
The many volumes of letters to Surveyors General west of
Iowa have not been filmed and were therefore not available to
me in preparing this book. Those volumes would undoubt-
ably furnish additional information, as would all the other
records pertaining to the public land surveys now stored in
the National Archives. But I had to stop somewhere and use
what I had, filling in the blanks with other sources.

The Appendix to this book includes the original Instruc-
tions to the Deputy Surveyors, circulars, important letters,
and at least the pertinent parts of the Manuals of Surveying
Instructions.

It is hoped that this book will be of value to all Surveyors
dealing with the public land survey system, not just govern-
ment surveyors. May it be some value to you all.

C. Albert White
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CHAPTER 1

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC EVENTS
LEADING TO
THE PASSAGE OF THE FIRST LAND ORDINANCE



ENGLISH CLAIMS TO AMERICA

By 1550, the Spanish had explored most of the eastern
coast of North America and the French had explored the Gulf
of St. Lawrence. The French and Spanish claimed all these
lands, basing the claims on the right of discovery and con-
quest. The English had made very few explorations in the
New World and had very little knowledge of the land, geogra-
phy, and native inhabitants. But when England broke her
close religious and political ties with Spain in the late six-
teenth century, she repudiated the Spanish claim that prior
discovery established the full right of possession. England
took the stand that occupancy and use was the final test of
ownership. Although she knew that the continent was occu-
pied and in use by the native Indians, the Indians were
considered inferior; they were non-Christian savages with no
rights in land tenure under English law and customs.

It was on the basis of occupancy and use that England
eventually took possession of the eastern coast of North
America between 31° and 49° north latitude. The occupancy
and use doctrine originally granted lands in the colonies and
this has continued through the history of the United States to
the present.

Colonization

All title to land in England was from the King who could
grant lands as he saw fit under any conditions he felt met his
needs and desires and those of the grantee. The King or
Queen was the sovereign, but due to wars with Spain and
France, the English sovereign was not financially able to
bear the high cost of establishing colonies in America. If
colonization were to take place, it had to be accomplished
with private capital.

Generally, there were three classes of people in England
who would participate in colonization:

(1) The very rich merchants, traders and aristocrats. This
group could furnish the capital expense and outlay if they
could expect a good return on their investments. Few
would ever actually make the trip to America them-
selves.

(2) The middle-class. This group could finance the cost of
ocean passage, provide themselves with tools, etc. But
they needed a reasonable expectation of a better life and
ability to build an estate in the new land.

(8) The very poor tenants, unemployed, paupers and servants.
These people had little to lose and everything to gain if
they could migrate but had no means to do so.

The solution to colonization was the groups of wealthy
people formed companies, bought stock in a company, and
undertook the expense of sending the third class of people to
America. In return, the Crown granted such a company a
charter for lands in America, which was largely a high risk
investment; it eventually led to large land-speculating com-
panies which still exist in one form or another in the United
States.

The Virginia Charters

In 1606, the London Company was formed by a large group
of investors. They were granted the right to settle the land
between 34° and 41° north latitude. The Plymouth Company
was granted settlement rights between 38° and 45° north

latitude. Thus the foundation was laid for 200 years of land
disputes regarding overlapping claims.

Under these charters the land was not granted outright to
the company. Both colonial government and land distribu-
tion were subject to royal control.

In 1609, the two charters were relinquished and new char-
ters were granted. The Virginia Company was granted land
extending from 200 miles south and 200 miles north of Old
Point Comfort (400 miles of seacoast) “extending west and
northwest to the south sea” (Pacific Ocean). It was on this
charter that Virginia was eventually to claim Kentucky and
the Northwest Territory.

The Plymouth Company failed in its initial attempt at
settlement and made no further efforts, so the charter was
forfeited. In 1620, a charter was granted to the New England
Council which covered the lands between 40° and 48° north
latitude and from “sea to sea.” Again the grants overlapped
(see Fig. 1), but were not considered important because what
the King granted the King could also take away, within
limits, and the lands could only be held by actual settlement.
The boundaries were later changed, in part, by grants and
charters to other colonies.

New England

The 1620 charter gave the New England Council full power
to grant lands and issue patents. In 1622, the Council granted
the territory that is now New Hampshire and Maine to John
Mason and Ferdinando Gorges, who divided the lands in
1635; Mason’s portion became New Hampshire. Gorges’
grandson sold Maine to John Usher, a Boston merchant, in
1677 for 1,250 pounds and Usher immediately deeded the
land to Massachusetts.

In 1629, the Massachusetts Bay Company was given a
charter to all of the land between parallels of latitude three
miles north of the Merrimac River and three miles south of
the Charles River. This charter was annulled in 1684, and
the second charter of the Massachusetts Bay Company was
issued in 1691; it incorporated the Plymouth Colony on Cape
Cod and Maine. :

The boundaries were well defined and describe the present
Commonwealth of Massachusetts. But that state was later to
claim western lands in what is now Pennsylvania, Michigan,
Illinois, and Wisconsin on the basis of the 1629 charter.
Maine remained a part of Massachusetts until 1820 (see Fig.
2).

In 1662, the settled towns in Connecticut were consoli-
dated and a charter granted to that colony, which was bound-
ed on the east by Narragansett Bay, on the north by Mas-
sachusetts and on the south by the Atlantic Ocean, including
all islands along the coast, and extending to “the South Sea”
(Pacific Ocean) to the west. It was on the basis of this grant
that Connecticut was to claim and receive lands in what is
now the State of Ohio (see Fig. 2).

Rhode Island was settled by Roger Williams and his follow-
ers in 1636 without benefit of a charter or grant; Williams
purchased the lands from the Indians and claimed it on that
basis. The Rhode Island settlement and Providence Planta-
tions were considered squatters by Massachusetts Bay. A
charter was granted in 1663 for the lands which are now
essentially marked by the present boundaries of Rhode Is-
land, although it took nearly 100 years to settle the boundary
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disputes with Connecticut and Massachusetts. Rhode Island
never had any claim to western lands.

The present state of Vermont was claimed by both New
Hampshire and New York, was never an individual colony,
and, after settlement of boundary disputes, was admitted to
the Union in 1791. All vacant lands within her boundaries
became the property of the State.

New York

The Dutch settled and claimed the lands along the Dela-
ware and Hudson Rivers based on the right of discovery and
Henry Hudson’s explorations. They settled on Manhattan
Island in 1624 and eventually granted lands including the
large patroon estates along the Hudson. Sweden established
settlements in the Delaware Bay area in 1638 and later.
England claimed these same lands, and in 1664 granted the
lands between the Connecticut and Delaware Rivers to the
Duke of York. The Dutch and Swedes had granted lands to
their citizens, and the English honored these “foreign” pa-
tents after evicting the foreign governments. This policy of
honoring all bona fide patents or claims issued by previous
governments was to continue throughout all of the later land
acquisitions by the United States.

The grant to the Duke of York included lands also granted
to Connecticut, Massachusetts and New Hampshire, and
many boundary disputes resulted. York’s claim to lands in
what is now western New York were based on his jurisdiction
over the Six (Indian) Nations.

The territory which is now the State of New Jersey was
deeded to George Carteret and John Berkeley by the Duke of
York in 1664. They honored the previous settlers’ claims, set
up a government, and sold lands. New Jersey had no western
land claims.

Maryland

In 1632, Lord Baltimore was granted the territory south of
40° north latitude, south to a line drawn easterly to the
Atlantic from Watkins Point in Virginia, and from the ocean
to the headwaters of the Potomac River and lying north of
that river. Lord Baltimore was later to lose a substantial part
of this grant to what are now the States of Delaware and New
Jersey. Since Maryland had no western lands, this reduction
in area was to rankle Maryland through the Revolutionary
War period and cause numerous boundary disputes.

Pennsylvania

In 1681, William Penn was granted the lands south of 43°
north latitude (actually the 42nd parallel), extending west
from the Delaware River 5° of longitude. The southern
boundary was to be determined by a circle of 12 miles radius
around New Castle in Delaware connecting with 40° north
latitude, which was the north boundary of Maryland. New
Castle was much too far south of 40° latitude, and this re-
sulted in the famous boundary dispute between Penn and
Lord Baltimore, which was settled by court decision and
adjudication. The southern boundary of Pennsylvania is the
Mason-Dixon Line, surveyed along a parallel of approx-
imately 39°43'15" north latitude, which deprived Maryland
of a rather large area along her northern border. Because of
the definite western boundary, Pennsylvania could claim no
western lands. But Penn’s grant included land claimed by
Connecticut in the “Wyoming Valley” in northeastern Penn-

sylvania. Several battles were fought over jurisdiction in
that area and wasn’t settled until 1782.

Delaware

The “Three Lower Counties” were first settled by the
Swedes, taken over by the Dutch, granted to the Duke of
York, and then sold to William Penn in 1682. Penn granted a
separate charter to the Delaware counties in 1701. The grant
to Maryland (Lord Baltimore) for these same lands was
ignored. Delaware had no claim to any western lands.

The Carolinas

In 1663, Charles II made a grant of the charter of Carolina
to the Earl of Clarendon and seven other proprietors covering
the lands between 31° and 36° north latitude. A second char-
ter in 1665 covered the lands between 29° and 36°31’ north
latitude. Both charters extended from the Atlantic to Pacific
Oceans. In 1729, the English government purchased the
proprietors’ rights in North Carolina and divided the colony
into two parts. The boundaries of North Carolina were de-
scribed as being: “On the north, the south boundary of Vir-
ginia (about 36°30" north latitude), and on the south, by
35°34" north latitude and extending to the Pacific Ocean.”
Presumably South Carolina contained the remainder; thus
both North and South Carolina had claims under the char-
ters to lands extending to the Pacific Ocean (see Fig. 3).

Georgia

Georgia was part of the Carolinas but was not being settled
by those colonies. In 1732, King George II granted a charter
to James Oglethorpe and a board of trustees for the lands
between the Savannah and Altamaha Rivers and extending
from the headwaters of those streams along parallels of lati-
tude “to the South Seas.” In 1764, the boundaries were ex-
panded southerly to St. Mary’s River (along the seacoast), up
that stream to its headwater, west to the confluence of the
Flint and Chattahoochee Rivers, up the Chattahoochee to 31°
north latitude, and then along that parallel to the Mississippi
River. Thus Georgia laid claim to what is now most of the
States of Alabama and Mississippi (see Fig. 3).

An examination of Figs. 1, 2, and 3 reveals that all of the
land east of the Mississippi River and north of 31° north
latitude was claimed by one or more of the colonies under one
charter or another at the beginning of the Revolutionary
War. It was these claims and the lands involved that led to
the need for the first land ordinance.

LAND TENURE SYSTEMS

The colonial governments, proprietors and companies had
several systems for disposing of land and methods by which
legal title to the land was held. Many of these customs and
restrictions came to be a source of irritation to most people
with the result that most were abolished after the Revolu-
tionary War.

Grants

In the first instance, colonial land was granted to a settle-
ment agency. The main “catch” was that in order to hold the
land, settlers had to be placed on the land. The settlement
agency could then grant the land to others under a wide
variety of systems and acreages. Large grants were also
made to individuals directly by the King. In some instances,
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the grantee set up large manors or feudal-type estates.
Shareholders in the settlement companies received large
areas based on the number of shares they had purchased.
Land grants were made to support schools, colleges and
churches.

Headrights

In the southern colonies, each man was granted 50, 100, or
more acres as a headright. He was required to settle on the
land, clear part of it, and make a farm. Under this system
every settler soon began to believe that he was entitled to
land, one way or another. The practice soon developed of
granting a headright to each person, an additional headright
to the person who may have paid for passage, another to the
captain of the ship who carried him across the ocean, etc.
Thus if a man in London paid the expenses of 50 people to
settle, each of those 50 people received a headright and the
benefactor received a like amount; large land holdings were
acquired in this manner.

Land Sales

Direct land sales took place at an early date in all of the
colonies except New England. A man could request the right
to purchase land and, if approved, would pay a stipulated
price. Acreages ranged from 100 to 1,000 to perhaps 150,000
acres or more. The prices varied with location or quality but
ranged from as little as three pence up to perhaps one pound
per acre. Large land-speculating companies usually paid the
least; however, selling land was not an established gov-
ernmental policy.

New England Towns

The New England colonies of Connecticut, Massachusetts,
and Rhode Island were corporate colonies where the land was
held and disposed of directly by a corporation. The people had
close religious ties, the land was of comparatively poor quali-
ty, and the climate severe. A group of 30 or more men with
families would join together and apply to the corporation for a
land grant; if approved, they initially surveyed the “town.”
The exterior boundaries were usually a rectangle of 6 to 10
miles square. The group then divided the land among the
members according to each man’s needs and issued title to
the allotted-lands. Land couldn’t be sold without the group’s
permission. These New England townships are said to be the
origin of our present-day rectangular township system. The
big advantage was that of common boundaries, with no
“gaps” or “gores” of land left between ownerships; other
advantages were survey before occupancy and near certainty
of boundary locations. New York, New Hampshire, and other
colonies sometimes used a modified rectangular township
system for disposing of land to the colonists. Later many
townships were surveyed in Maine, six miles square in car-
dinal directions, six miles square non-cardinal, and rectan-
gularly shaped lying in various directions. Fig. 4 is a
township in New Hamsphire surveyed in 1752 to 1753 and
illustrates a typical layout.

Free and Common Socage

Most patents or deeds to land were in “free and common
socage,” which meant that the patentee held a fee title but
the land was subject to certain restrictions, such as the re-
quirements for settling, clearing and payment of quitrent.

Technically, the same type of title passed in New England
but quitrent was usually not collected or even required.

Quitrent

One big source of irritation to the small land owner was
quitrents. When land was granted to the settler he was usual-
ly free of quitrent from 7 to 20 years. But once he was produc-
ing an income he had to pay a small quitrent, perhaps only a
few pennies per acre, to the grantor. Regardless of how many
times the land might be sold, it was subject to quitrent, in
theory, forever. The small owners hated paying quitrent and
frequently refused to do so. Since the collection of quitrent
was difficult and costly, the original grantor or his heirs could
do little to collect it. Quitrent was not a tax as such, but was
more in the nature of a perpetual lien against the land.

Primogeniture

Anold English practice of inheritance by the oldest son was
brought to America; primogeniture means that the oldest son
inherits the entire estate. He may have a moral obligation to
support his younger brothers and sisters but they could not
inherit from him. This restriction in titles was distasteful to
the younger children and the small 1and owners, but it was a
means of keeping large estates and manors intact because
the inheritance could not be sold and creditors could not
foreclose.

Entails

Ifland granted to a man was entailed it meant that only his
lineal descendants could own it thereafter. His heirs could
not sell or transfer the land to someone else. If there were no
heirs, the land reverted to the original grantor or his heirs;
thus, the man and his heirs were not free to sell the estate.

TYPES OF GOVERNMENT

Three different types of government existed in the colonies
immediately prior to the Revolutionary War under which
land was sold, granted, and surveyed. These types were royal,
proprietary, and corporate colonies, all of which were subject
to at least some restrictions by the King and Parliament of
England.

Royal Colonies

Prior to the Revolution, New Hampshire, New York, New
Jersey, Virginia, North and South Carolina and Georgia
were Royal Colonies. The King appointed a governor who
took the place of the King in local affairs and who appointed
the council (similar to the Senate); the local citizenry elected
a lower house or assembly. The assembly had the power to
approve or levy taxes and approve the laws made by the
governor and council. The governor depended on taxes for his
support, so the colonial assembly had considerable control
over the governor’s actions.

Proprietary Colonies

Delaware, Maryland and Pennsylvania were Proprietary
Colonies. The proprietor took the place of the King, set up the
system of government, and appointed the governor. Other-
wise the system of local government was in the hands of the
local assemblies, similar to the Royal Colonies,

Corporate Colonies
Connecticut, Massachusetts and Rhode Island were gov-



erned by the corporation under their charters. Rhode Island
and Connecticut retained these charters and governed under
them until after the Revolution. Massachusetts was forced to
accept a Royal governor. He governed under a general assem-
bly and had full power to grant lands, issued patents and
make laws. This action by the King was partially responsible
for the dissension which led to war.

Each of the colonies elected a colonial assembly, set up
local and county governments, made laws, and had local
courts, not dissimilar from what now exists in the United
States, but they did not elect the governor and had no repre-
sentatives except lobbyists in the English parliament.

LOCATING CLAIMS

Each colony apparently had a little different method of
locating claims to the land, except for the New England
towns.

Treaty and Purchase From the Indians

The Indians occupied the land not as individuals but as a
tribe or whole group. They did not “own” land as the English
understood ownership. But the English recognized the ab-
original rights of the Indians, at least to some extent. They
were careful to purchase the Indians’ rights, usually at very
low prices in the form of trade goods. For specified areas,
these purchases and treaties with the natives were made by
the government or settlement agency. It was illegal for a
private citizen to purchase land directly from the Indians, but
that rule was frequently broken. Land-speculating com-
panies made large purchases of Indian land at very low prices
and then attempted to obtain a grant and patent based on a
claim of Indian title, which in any case, had to be acquired
before deeds or patents were issued to the settlers.

Land Grants

An individual desiring to purchase or obtain lands would
apply for a grant in the appropriate land office and had to
state the desired general land location and the number of
acres. If approved, a warrant would be issued for the grant. A
land-speculating company would usually have some political
pull and the warrant would be for so many thousand acres
located between certain rivers or other natural features. A
military warrant was issued for a given number of acres, 50
to 400 or more, as a reward for fighting in some war, Indian
battle, or for militia service. Military warrants were often
sold at very low prices to land speculators who could then
claim land under those warrants.

Location and Survey

The warrant holder would present it to the surveyor gener-
al, county surveyor, or whomever was in charge of surveying,
who would then go to the land, check to see that the tract was
not already claimed by or surveyed for someone else, survey
out the tract by metes and bounds, and prepare the plat and
certificate. The claimant paid for the survey, and after pay-
ment or arranging for payment of the land (about 60 cents to
$1 per acre in the 1770’s), a patent or deed was issued and
recorded.

Survey descriptions were often vague and were tied to
trees, rocks, creek junctions, or stone mounds. The lines were
often not run or blazed. If after survey the land was not
immediately occupied, another man might think it vacant

and make his claim on the same land. This whole system led
to many overlapping claims, boundary disputes, and clouded
titles which the courts were swamped with.

The New England town system of prior rectangular sur-
vey, careful marking and surveying the lots within the town,
walking the bounds each year to preserve the boundary
marks, and careful platting and recording was far superior to
the indiscriminate location methods used in the other col-
onies. It also prevented the taking of only the good land,
leaving the poorer land unused. The New England townships
also provided for roads and highways, gave a definite lot to
schools and churches, and had other advantages.

Squatters and Preemption

It was supposed to be illegal for a man to occupy land
without permission or by some type of grant, but the practice
of squatting on the land, building a cabin and clearing
ground for crops was widespread, especially west of the
mountains in Kentucky and Tennessee. The Indians often
took offense at the practice and massacred the squatters,
which would then cause retaliation by the white man and
result in an Indian war. Although the colonial governments
tried to stop the practice, they did not succeed, and the squat-
ter usually ended up getting legal title by patent; in other
words, the squatter, by being there first, preempted the right
to the land by occupancy and use. The squatter was largely
responsible for the prior survey and sale provisions in the
first land ordinance.

THE WESTERN LANDS

As has already been noted, Virginia claimed all of the land
west of the Allegheny Mountains and north of 36°30’ north
latitude including part of western Pennsylvania. Connecti-
cut and Massachusetts contended otherwise, as did New
York. Much of Kentucky was already occupied with scattered
settlements under grants and titles issued by Virginia. There
were very few, if any, settlers in the area north of the Ohio
River.

Based on her original charter, Massachusetts laid claim to
the area north of her southern boundary extending west past
Pennsylvania (see Fig. 2).

Connecticut claimed lands in Pennsylvania and con-
tinuing west across what is now Ohio, Indiana and Illinois,
an extension of her northern and southern boundaries.

North Carolina claimed and had some settlers in what is
now the state of Tennessee. South Carolina had claim to a
narrow strip 10 to 15 miles wide lying south of Tennessee,
while Georgia had a good claim to all of the lands lying west
of that State.

These then were the western lands. How would they be
settled, who was to have jurisdiction and how were new
States to be added to the Union at the end of the war? None of
the colonies had a clear and undisputed title. The English
Proclamation of 1763 had outlawed any settlement or further
land grants west of the Allegheny Mountains. This proclama-
tion outraged the colonies who claimed lands to the west, and
they largely ignored the proclamation as being illegal. To
further compound the outrage, Parliament passed the
Quebec Act in 1774, which added all of the land north of the
Ohio River and west of the mountains to the Province of
Quebec. It is not too clear that the land-claiming colonies had



areally valid claim; the King and Parliament had issued the
original charters and grants on which the colonies laid claim
to the western lands, then through the 1763 Proclamation
and Quebec Act they rescinded those grants. But that point
was made moot by the war and subsequent independence
from English rule.

EVENTS DURING AND FOLLOWING THE
REVOLUTIONARY WAR

Land Confiscation

Immediately following the Declaration of Independence on
July 4, 1776, the newly declared States confiscated the lands
of those people who remained loyal to the English Crown, and
declared such lands State property. Each state also declared
all “Crown Lands” and the unpatented proprietors’ lands
State property. In this manner, the new States became own-
ers of millions of acres of public domain within their own
boundaries and under their jurisdiction. These confiscations
included the “Crown Lands” in the western territory to which
the States laid claim. They later sold the lands within their
borders to pay debts and raise revenue. Much of the land was
used to pay the soldiers who fought in the war.

Military Bounty Warrants

It was a common practice to grant lands as a reward for
military service in the colonies, in the form of a warrant for a
stated number of acres, ranging from as little as 20 acres for
common soldiers to several hundred acres for officers. After
the Declaration of Independence, each of the States granted
bounty lands to her soldiers for military service. The Con-
tinental Congress had no land but still offered bounties of 100
acres for soldiers and over 500 acres for officers, which were
given to Revolutionary soldiers and to men who deserted
from the British army. Land warrants could not be sold until
after the close of the war. Military bounty land warrants
were issued for several million acres of land.

Currency Depreciation

The Continental Congress had no power to levy taxes and
had no direct method of raising funds to pay for the war. The
Congress issued bills of credit, somewhat similar to prom-
issory notes, in the form of currency. Congress asked the
States to levy taxes and redeem these bills, but the States
failed to do s0, and in addition, issued their own paper money.
Since the Continentals were not backed with silver and were
not redeemable, they soon depreciated in value. In 1780, one
silver dollar was worth 40 continental dollars, and by 1782,
the continental paper dollar was nearly worthless and specu-
lators bought them for almost nothing, hoping that Congress
would eventually redeem them for at least part of their face
value. Much of this money was converted to securities, or

bonds, and the bonds were later used to purchase public lands

in the Ohio country.

Treaty With England

At the close of the Revolutionary War, the treaty to end the
conflict was negotiated with England, Spain, and France.
England was inclined to favor the United States at the ex-
pense of French and Spanish territorial claims. The final
treaty was signed on September 3, 1783, and gave the United
States jurisdiction over all the territory east of the Mississip-

pi River, south of the Great Lakes and north of Spanish
Florida (31° north latitude). The United States also acquired
full navigation rights on the Mississippi River; however,
because New Orleans was held by Spain, navigation of the
Mississippi was restricted and impeded settlement in the
Ohio country until after 1800.

Land Cessions

The Continental Congress had made several requests,
without success, of landed colonies to relinquish their claims
to western lands. The western lands question was a hot polit-
ical issue; the seven States with western land claims were
opposed by the six States with definite boundaries. Maryland
led the battle and refused to ratify the Articles of Confedera-
tion until the landed States ceded their claims. Maryland had
been reduced by the Pennsylvania boundary settlement and
by the Delaware counties; she especially disliked Virginia
and that State claimed an enormous area. The smaller States
feared the power of the larger States and the greater power
they would have if allowed to retain their western land
claims.

New York had a dubious claim to lands based on her
sovereignty over the Six Nations. Since the Indians claimed
lands in New York and to the west and southwest in Ohio,
New York claimed those Indians lands. New York broke the
deadlock in Congress by ceding her land claims to the Con-
gress on February 19, 1780.

Connecticut followed New York’s lead and ceded her
claims on October 10, 1780, but reserved a total of 3,800,000
acres between 41° and 42° north latitude, extending 120
miles west from the west boundary of Pennsylvania. These
lands were called the Connecticut Western Reserve and the
“Firelands.” Connecticut lost her claim to lands in the Wyo-
ming Valley in Pennsylvania.

On January 2, 1781, Virginia agreed to cede most of her
claims north of the Ohio River. In doing so, Virginia relin-
quished all of her claims northwest of the Ohio River except
an area between the Scioto and Little Miami Rivers. This
area, known as the Virginia Military Reserve, was used to
pay military land bounties issued to soldiers by Virginia.
Virginia retained Kentucky and also stipulated that 150,000
acres in Ohio be granted to George Rogers Clarke and his
regiment, and that private land grants already made in Ohio
by Virginia and France be confirmed.

Eight states, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Is-
land, Connecticut, New York, Pennsylvania, Virginia and
South Carolina, had ratified the Articles of Confederation.
When Virginia agreed to cede her claims, Maryland ratified
on March 1, 1781, and thus completed the necessary two-
thirds to put the Articles into effect.

Massachusetts and North Carolina ceded their claims in
1784. North Carolina ceded all of her lands in what is now
Tennessee, except lands needed to satisfy her land grants and
military bounties. After those reservations were satisfied, so
little land remained that in 1841 Congress gave any remain-
ing land to the State of Tennessee, so for all intents and
purposes, Tennessee was not a public land State.

South Carolina did not cede her claims until 1787. Georgia
was the last state to cede; her cession was ratified in 1802.

After the New York, Connecticut, Virginia, and Mas-
sachusetts cessions and ratification of the Articles of Confed-



eration, the Congress of the Confederation had land but no
money. The immediate question was how to sell the land to
raise revenue to pay off the massive debts incurred during
the war.

Land Companies

The land-speculating companies began early to petition
the Congress for land grants. Wealthy and influential men
held stock in these companies and also held large amounts of
continental currency and treasury notes. These companies
put forth various schemes to buy millions of acres, first in
Kentucky and Tennessee, and then later in Ohio and Indi-
ana. Since land companies had been very active and a large
part of the land-settling system in the colonies, they were
very persuasive in their plans for land grants and settlement
in the Northwest Territory. The Ohio Company of Associates
was the company that finally succeeded.

Need for Revenue

Congress under the Confederation was deeply in debt to
France and other creditors. Millions of dollars in continental
bills and treasury notes were outstanding and Congress had
no power to levy taxes on the land or States.

The Northwest Territory loomed as the only asset the new
country had which might be turned into hard money. If the
vast public domain could be sold to settlers, it could return
millions of dollars to the treasury and solve the pressing
immediate need for money. The big question was how the sale
of the western lands could be accomplished.

Small Farms Versus Large Grants
Politically there were two factions in the debate:

(1) On one side were the advocates of sale to individual
settlers in small parcels. The small farmers, frontiers-
men, and merchants argued that an essential part of a
democracy was the right to own property. They could not
afford to buy land in large tracts, and if it were sold in
huge blocks to wealthy men, the small man would be
squeezed out or forced to pay high prices and interest.
The conservative group, generally made up of wealthy
southern aristocrats and plantation owners, did not
think the democracy advocates were capable of settling
the land intelligently or capable of handling land own-
ership. The conservatives were in favor of large grants at
low prices to companies or wealthy men who would then
handle the business end of settlement, such as surveying
and patenting.

(2)

Generally the democracy advocates were from New Eng-
land and other northern States. The spokesmen for this group
were John Adams and Thomas Jefferson. The conservatives
were led by Alexander Hamilton and John Jay.

The Jefferson group advocated a system of rectangular
survey before any sale or settlement, with land to be sold at
auction with a minimum price and in small parcels, giving
everyone a fair chance to acquire land. They argued that
survey before sale was necessary to prevent overlapping
claims and to simplify deeds and registering. A rectangular
system would survey all the land, with no gaps or gores, make
the buyer take the poor land along with the good land, and
make every man’s land have a common boundary with his
neighbor. The thousands of boundary disputes already in the

courts made the rectangular system and prior survey sound
attractive even to many of the conservative group.

Hamilton was in favor of indiscriminate location, the old
metes and bounds system. This group thought that prior
survey would never work and that people would settle and
occupy the land faster if left free to do so. It had not been the
general governmental policy in the colonies to sell land as a
source of revenue prior to the war. The people were familiar
with the free settlement system and would occupy and hold
the territory faster if allowed free location.

In 1784, a committee headed by Jefferson drafted an ordi-
nance which called for prior survey of tracts ten geographical
miles square, which were called hundreds; they would be
subdivided into lots one mile square. The lines would run due
north and south, east and west and settlement would be by
hundreds or by lots. This plan did not call for reservations for
schools or churches. It is generally believed that Jefferson
drafted the original ordinance. This draft was debated at
length and was then referred to a committee composed of one
man from each State. Jefferson was in Europe and Grayson
from Virginia was named to replace him. This new commit-
tee made some alterations; they reduced the tract size to a
seven-(statute) mile-square township with 49 lots. One lot in
each township was reserved for schools, one lot for religious
purposes and four lots to Congress for future disposal. One
third of any gold, silver, lead, or copper which might be found
was also reserved. The townships would be sold whole at
auction for a minimum of $1 per acre, minus the reservations
of six lots.

This plan drew objections. The sale of whole townships
would place most of it in the hands of land speculators and
would also encourage widespared and scattered settlement
affording little protection from the Indians. In debate the size
of land sales was reduced to 640 acres, although attempts
were made to get the size down to 320 acres. Many other
points were debated and the final result was passage of the
Lend Ordinance on May 20, 1785.

LAND ORDINANCE OF 1785

The following is the text of the Land Ordinance as finally
approved by Congress:

AN ORDINANCE FOR ASCERTAINING
THE MODE OF DISPOSING OF LANDS
IN THE WESTERN TERRITORY

Passed May 20, 1785.

“Be it ordained by the United States in Congress
assembled, that the territory ceded by individual states
to the United States, which had been purchased of the
Indian inhabitants, shall be disposed of in the following
manner:

“A surveyor from each state shall be appointed by
Congress or a committee of the states, who shall take an
oath for the faithful discharge of his duty, before the
geographer of the United States, who is hereby empow-
ered and directed to administer the same; and the like
oath shall be administered to each chain carrier, by the
surveyor under whom he acts.

“The geographer, under whose direction the sur-
veyors shall act, shall occasionally form such regula-



tions for their conduct, as he shall deem necessary; and
shall have authority to suspend them for misconduct in
office, and shall make report of the same to Congress, or
to the committee of the states; and he shall make report
in case of sickness, death, or resignation of any sur-
veyor.

“The surveyors, as they are respectively qualified,
shall proceed to divide the said territory into townships
of 6 miles square, by lines running due north and south,
and others crossing these at right angles, as near as may
be, unless where the boundaries of the late Indian
purchases may render the same impracticable, and then
they shall depart from this rule no further than such
particular circumstance may require. And each sur-
veyor shall be allowed and paid at the rate of two dollars
for every mile, in length, he shall run, including the
wages of chain carriers, markers, and every other ex-
pense attending the same.

“The first line, runing due north and south as
aforesaid, shall begin on the river Ohio, at a point that
shall be found to be due north from the western termina-
tion of a line, which has been run as the southern bound-
ary of the state of Pennsylvania; and the first line,
running east and west, shall begin at the same point,
and shall extend throughout the whole territory; pro-
vided, that nothing herein shall be construed, as fixing
the western boundary of the state of Pennsylvania. The
geographer shall designate the townships, or fractional
parts of townships, by numbers progressively from
south to north; always beginning each range with No. 1;
and the ranges shall be distinguished by their progres-
sive numbers to the westward. The first range, extend-
ing from the Ohio to the lake Erie, being marked No. 1.
The geographer shall personally attend to the running
of the first east and west line; and shall take the latitude
of the extremes of the first north and south line, and of
the mouths of the principal rivers.

“The lines shall be measured with a chain; shall be
plainly marked by chaps on the trees, and exactly de-
scribed on a plat; whereon shall be noted by the sur-
veyor, as their proper distances, all mines, salt-springs,
salt-licks, and mill-seats, that shall come to his knowl-
edge; and all water-courses, mountains and other re-
markable and permanent things, over and near which
such lines shall pass, and also the quality of the lands.

“The plats of the townships respectively, shall be
marked by subdivisions into lots of one mile square, or
640 acres, in the same direction as the external lines,
and numbered from 1 to 36; always beginning the suc-
ceeding range of the lots with the number next to that
with which the preceding one concluded. And where,
from the causes before-mentioned, only a fractional part
of a township shall be surveyed, the lots, protracted
thereon, shall bear the same numbers as if the township
had been entire. And the surveyors, in running the
external lines of the townships, shall, at the interval of
every mile, mark corners for the lots which are adjacent,
always designating the same in a different manner from
those of the townships.

“The geographer and surveyors shall pay the utmost
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attention to the variation of the magnetic needle; and
shall run and note all lines by the true meridian, certify-
ing, with every plat, what was the variation at the times
of running the lines thereon noted.

“As soon as 7 ranges of townships, and fractional
parts of townships, in the direction from south to north,
shall have been surveyed, the geographer shall trans-
mit plats thereof to the board of treasury, who shall
record the same, with the report, in well bound books to
be kept for that purpose. And the geographer shall
make similar returns, from time to time, of every 7
ranges as they may be surveyed. The secretary at war
shall have recourse thereto, and shall take by lot there-
from, a number of townships, and fractional parts of
townships, as well from those to be sold entire, as from
those to be sold in lots, as will be equal to one-seventh
part of the whole of such 7 ranges, as nearly as may be,
for the use of the late continental army; and he shall
make a similar draught, from time to time, until a
sufficient quantity is drawn to satisfy the same, to be
applied in manner hereinafter directed. The board of
treasury shall, from time to time, cause the remaining
numbers, as well those to be sold entire, as those to be
sold in lots, to be drawn for, in the name of the thirteen
states respectively, according to the quotas in the last
preceding requisition on all the states; provided, that in
case more land than its proportion is allotted for sale in
any state, at any distribution, a deduction be made
therefor at the next.

“The board of treasury shall transmit a copy of the
original plats, previously noting thereon, the
townships, and fractional parts of townships, which
shall have fallen to the several states, by the distribu-
tion aforesaid, to the commissioners of the loan-office of
the several states, who, after giving notice of not less
than two nor more than six months, by causing adver-
tisements to be posted up at the courthouses, or other
noted places in every county, and to be inserted in one
newspaper, published in the states of their residence
respectively, shall proceed to sell the townships, or frac-
tional parts of townships, at public vendue; in the fol-
lowing manner, viz: The township, or fractional part of a
township, No. 1, in the second range, shall be sold by
lots; and No. 2, in the same range, entire; and so in
alternate order through the whole of the second range;
and the third range shall be sold in the same manner as
the first, and the fourth in the same manner as the
second, and thus alternately throughout all the ranges;
provided, that none of the lands, within the said terri-
tory, be sold under the price of one dollar the acre, to be
paid in specie, or loan-office certificates, reduced to spe-
cie value, by the scale of depreciation, or certificates of
liguidated debts of the United States, including in-
terest, besides the expense of the survey and other
charges thereon, which are hereby rated at 36 dollars
the township, in specie, or certificates as aforesaid, and
so in the same proportion for a fractional part of a
township, or of a lot, to be paid at the time of sales; on
failure of which payment, the said lands shall again be
offered for sale.



“There shall be reserved for the United States out of
every township the four lots, being numbered 8, 11, 26,
29, and out of every fractional part of a township, so
many lots of the same numbers as shall be found there-
on, for future sale. There shall be reserved the lot No.
16, of every township, for the maintenance of public
schools, within the said township; also one-third part of
all gold, silver, lead and copper mines, to be sold, or
otherwise disposed of as Congress shall hereafter direct.

[Here follow the terms of the deed to be given when a
township or a lot is sold.]

“Which deeds shall be recorded in proper books, by
the commissioner of the loan office, and shall be certi-
fied to have been recorded, previously to their being
delivered to the purchaser, and shall be good and valid
to convey the lands in the same described.

“The commissioners of the loan-offices respectively,
shall transmit to the board of treasury every three
months, an account of the townships, fractional parts of
townships, and lots committed to their charge; specify-
ing therein the names of the persons to whom sold, and
the sums of money or certificates received for the same;
and shall cause all certificates by them received, to be
struck through with a circular punch; and shall be duly
charged in the books of the treasury, with the amount of
the money or certificates, distinguishing the same, by
them received as aforesaid.

“If any township, or fractional part of a township or
lot, remains unsold for 18 months after the plat shall
have been received, by the commissioners of the loan-
office, the same shall be returned to the board of trea-
sury, and shall be sold in such manner as Congress may
hereafter direct.

“And whereas Congress, by their resolutions of
September 16th and 18th, in the year 1776, and the 12th
of August, 1780, stipulated grants of land to certain
officers and soldiers of the late continental army, and by
the resolution of the 22nd September, 1780, stipulated
grants of land to certain officers in the hospital depart-
ment of the late continental army; for complying there-
fore with such engagements, Be it ordained, That the
secretary at war, from the returns in his office, or such
other sufficient evidence as the nature of the case may
admit, determine who are objects of the above resolu-
tions and engagements, and the quantity of land to
which such persons or their representatives are respec-
tively entitled, and cause the townships, or fractional
parts of townships, hereinbefore reserved for the use of
the late continental army, to be drawn for in such man-
ner as he shall deem expedient, to answer the purpose of
an impartial distribution. He shall, from time to time,
transmit certificates to the commissioners of the loan-
offices of the different states, to the lines of which the
military claimants have respectively belonged, specify-
ing the name and rank of the party, the terms of his
engagement and time of his service, and the division,
brigade, regiment or company to which he belonged, the
quantity of land he is entitled to, and the township, or
fractional part of a township, and range out of which his
portion is to be taken.

“The commissioners of the loan-offices shall execute
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deeds for such undivided proportions in manner and
form herein before-mentioned, varying only in such a
degree as to make the same conformable to the certifi-
cate from the secretary at war.

“Where any military claimants of bounty in lands
shall not have belonged to the line of any particular
state, similar certificates shall be sent to the board of
treasury, who shall execute deeds to the parties for the
same.

“The secretary at war, from the proper returns, shall
transmit to the board of treasury, a certificate, specify-
ing the name and rank of the several claimants of the
hospital department of the late continental army,
together with the quantity of land each claimant is
entitled to, and the township, or fractional part of a
township, and range out of which his portion is to be
taken; and thereupon the board of treasury shall pro-
ceed to execute deeds to such claimants.

“The board of treasury, and the commissioners of the
loan-offices in the states, shall, within 18 months, re-
turn receipts to the secretary at war, for all deeds which
have been delivered, as also all the original deeds which
remain in their hands for want of applicants, having
been first recorded; which deeds so returned, shall be
preserved in the office, until the parties or their repre-
sentatives require the same.

“And be it further ordained, That three townships
adjacent to lake Erie be reserved, to be hereafter dis-
posed of in Congress, for the use of the officers, men, and
others, refugees from Canada, and the refugees from
Nova Scotia, who are or may be entitled to grants of
land under resolutions of Congress now existing or
which may hereafter be made respecting them, and for
such other purposes as Congress may hereafter direct.

“And be it further ordained, That the towns of
Gnadenhutten, Schoenbrun and Salem, on the Musk-
ingum, and so much of the lands adjoining to the said
towns, with the buildings and improvements thereon,
shall be reserved for the sole use of the Christian Indi-
ans, who were formerly settled there, or the remains of
that society, as may, in the judgment of the geographer,
be sufficient for them to cultivate.

“Saving and reserving always, to all officers and sol-
diers entitled to lands on the northwest side of the Ohio,
by donation or bounty from the commonwealth of Vir-
ginia, and to all persons claiming under them, all rights
to which they are so entitled, under the deed of cession
executed by the delegates for the state of Virginia on the
first day of March, 1784, and the act of Congress accept-
ing the same: and to the end, that the said rights may be
fully and effectually secured, according to the true in-
tent and meaning of the said deed of cession and act
aforesaid, Be it ordained, that no part of the land in-
cluded between the rivers called Little Miami and
Scioto, on the northwest side of the river Ohio, be sold,
or in any manner alienated, until there shall first have
been laid off and appropriated for the said officers and
soldiers, and persons claiming under them, the lands
they are entitled to, agreeably to the said deed of cession
and act of Congress accepting the same.

“Done by the United States in Congress assembled,



the 20th day of May, in the year of our Lord, 1785, and of
our sovereignty and independence the ninth.

“RICHARD H. LEE, President.”
“CHARLES THOMPSON, Secretary.”

An examination and evaluation of the Land Ordinance
reveal the basics of the system and some reasons for them.

(1)

(2)

3)

(4)

5)

(6)

Only the land that had been purchased from the Indians
was to be surveyed. This provision would appease the
Indians, follow the practice of purchase traditional in
the colonies, and since only Congress could buy land
from the Indians, would prevent private claims based on
private purchases.

A surveyor from each State was to take an oath before
the Geographer of the United States. The western lands
had been won in a war fought by all the States, each of
which had a common interest in the territory and would
participate in the surveying. Many fradulent surveys
had been made during colonial times causing land dis-
putes. The oath of faithful discharge of duty would hope-
fully cause honest work to be done. A Geographer of the
United States, representing the federal authority to
supervise the work, would be in charge of the surveyors.
The townships were to be six miles square (reduced from
seven) with north and south lines crossed at right
angles, as near as possible. It must have been recognized
that surveying was not an exact science. Indian bound-
aries were also recognized as a limiting factor.

The survey was to begin on the Ohio River (presumably
the north bank) due north of the western termination of
the south boundary of Pennsylvania, which was the
southwest corner of that state. The west boundary of
Pennsylvania was not surveyed to the north bank of the
Ohio until later in 1785. The first line was to run due
“east and west,” however, it could only run due west for
there was no public land in Pennsylvania. The Geog-
rapher was to personally run the first line, running
west, which would insure that a proper and correct line
would be surveyed as the base for the townships to the
south. Though not called a base line, the Geographer’s
Line (the boundary of the seven ranges) was just that in
actual fact. The line was to “extend throughout the
whole territory.” Taken literally that would be all the
way to the Mississippi River. The first range was to
extend from the Ohio to Lake Erie.

The lines were to be measured with a chain, which
didn’t necessarily mean that a Gunter’s link chain had
to be used, just that the chain was the unit of measure.
The chain unit was used throughout all of the colonies to
measure land, but Jefferson had originally advocated a
geographic mile (approximately 6,080 feet) be used.
This would have made a lot about 849 acres, a very
oddball figure, so the unit of measure was made part of
the Ordinance to make it clear that the accustomed
80-chain mile was to be used.

The lines were to “be plainly marked by chaps on the
trees.” In the metes and bounds system of indiscrimin-
ate location, the surveys were often very difficult to find

(7

8)

9

(10)

(11)

and poorly identified. This was remedied by law; the
lines were to be clearly and plainly blazed (the monu-
ment of the survey itself) so that the survey could be
found on the ground.
All major items of topography, including land quality,
were to be noted at their proper distances. Topographic
features, such as streams and mountains, would help to
locate the survey. Mines, salt licks, salt springs, mill-
seats and soil quality would greatly aid in knowing the
value of the land for settlement. The lands were to be
sold at auction hundreds of miles away, so it was neces-
sary to know just what was being sold or bought.
The plats of each township were to be divided into 36
lots, now called sections, with number one in the south-
east corner of a full township and number 36 in the
northwest corner. The interior lines of the townships
were not surveyed on the ground, only protracted on the
plat, which must have been purely an economy measure
to keep the surveying cost to a minimum.
After seven ranges were surveyed, the Geographer was
to return the plats to the Board of Treasury because the
whole purpose of the land sale was to raise money for the
Treasury. The Secretary of War was to have recourse to
the plats and draw from the hat one-seventh of the
townships for use by the Continental Army. This made
provision for granting lands to ex-soldiers to satisfy the
military land warrants issued to them. Many warrants
had been sold; thus it is unknown just how many actual
veterans received land in those townships.
After one-seventh of the townships for soldiers were
drawn, the remaining townships were to be distributed
to the States by lot or drawing. The plats were to be sent
to each State where they were to be sold at public auc-
tion to the highest bidder at not less than $1 per acre.
The first township in the first range was to be sold whole
as one solid tract. The second township in the same
range was to be sold by lot, the next township whole, and
so on. This sale method would in theory satisfy the
proponents of both the land speculators and the New
England town system settlement. A religious group
could band together and buy a whole township, subdi-
vide it and settle on the land, forming their own com-
munity, or the land speculator could buy a whole
township and sell the land to settlers, hopeful of a profit.
An individual could also be satisfied by letting him
purchase a lot for himself. The sales held in each State
could give everybody a chance to buy without travelling
all the way to Ohio, New York, or some other central
point in those days of poor roads. The minimum price of
$1 per acre was also the going price of land in many of
the colonies just prior to the war.
The price was to be paid in specie (hard-coined money)
or in depreciated loan office certificates reduced to spe-
cie value or certificates of liquidated debts (treasury
bonds) including interest, which assured a return for
those who held continental dollars. Certificate of debt
(bond) holders could get the face value plus interest for
them. And the government could get out of debt.

In addition to the $1 per acre minimum price, the
expenses incurred were fixed at $36 per township. Sur-
vey and sale expenses were also to be paid by the buyers.



The $36 figure may not have covered the expenses but
was obviously $1 per lot, so a buyer of a single lot would
have to pay a minimum of $641 for it.

The money was to be paid immediately with no credit
given. If a man bid on a section and then couldn’t pay for
it, the section was reoffered for sale.

Four lots were to be reserved for future sale. The reason
Congress made this reservation is not immediately
known, but it may have been to provide for government
seats or for future educational or even religious grants.
In the original draft of the ordinance, one lot in each
township was reserved for religious purposes. Giving
religious grants was the orindary practice in colonial
days, but these grants were deleted in the Ordinance as
passed.

Lot 16 in each township was reserved for use in main-
taining public schools and was located as near to the
center of the township as possible. If a township was
purchased and settled by a group and a school was built
on this land, it would be centrally located, but, most
importantly, governmental support of public schools
was established. In colonial days grants were made for
education, but the schools were usually available only
to the affluent population. Now the common man would
theoretically have access to an education.

The last reservation was for one-third of gold, silver,
lead or copper found in the township and was almost
automatic. The King had always reserved one-fifth of
all gold and silver in his land grants, then the proprietor
or settlement company reserved another one-fifth.
Since no significant amounts of gold or silver had been
discovered in the colonies, this reservation was a hedge
against the possibility that it might be found some-
where.

The final paragraph of the Ordinance explicitly spells
out that the Continental Army was to receive their
lands. Years had gone by without the Army being able
to cash in their land warrants and they were getting
restless over the delay. The paragraph puts the anxiety
to final rest.

It should be realized that this Ordinance was passed by a
Congress which had limited powers under the Articles of
Confederation. It left much to be desired in regard to how the
surveys were to be executed, how field notes were to be
written, how plats were to be constructed, how corners were
to be monumented, and how townships were to be subdivided
into lots of 640 acres. But it was a good basic start. Thomas
Hutchins, the Geographer, was involved in land companies
and was an experienced surveyor, and the details of execut-
ing the field operations were left to him to work out. Also,
many Congressmen did not favor the rectangular system and
prior survey. Some flexibility was necessary to bend with the
political tide if experience proved faults in the system; fortu-
nately, no great faults were found.

THE NORTHWEST ORDINANCE OF 1787

It wasn’t sufficient to pass a law for the surveying and sale
of land without providing for government in the territory
being settled. In 1784 a committee headed by Jefferson sug-

(12)

(13)

(14)

(15)

(16)
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gested in a report that the Northwest Territory be divided
into states approximately 150 by 200 miles in area, but this
report was never passed into law.

The Ohio Company of Associates, a land-speculating com-
pany led by Manasseh Cutler, Samuel Parsons, and Rufus
Putnam, was pressing Congress for a land grant in Ohio.
These men succeeded in getting Congress to pass the North-
west Ordinance which provided for establishing govern-
ments in the territories and was the basis for establishing
territorial governments and later Statehood. It is basically
still in effect. Some items of principal importance in the
Northwest Ordinance of July 13, 1787 are: '

(1) It outlawed primogeniture and entails in land tenure by
providing for inheritance by all the children and the
widow. Land could be freely sold. In effect, it outlawed
any feudal type of land tenure including quitrents.

It provided for appointment of territorial governors, sec-
retaries, and judges. Each man appointed had to have a
freehold estate of a specified number of acres in the terri-
tory which would prevent outsiders from being govern-
ment officials. A provision was made for territorial legis-
latures and their election. These members also had to be
residents and landowners, as did an elector. These provi-
sions placed the local government and territorial affairs
in the hands of the residents.

After providing for territorial government and laws, the
Ordinance spelled out fundamental rights and policies in
the form of Articles, similar to the Constitution, which
was being drafted at that time.

)

3)

ARTICLE 1:
ARTICLE 2:

Complete religious freedom.

Habeas Corpus, bail, trial by jury, property
rights.

Public schools, protection and rights of the
Indians.

States to be formed must become part of the
United States, settlers subject to pay their
share of the Federal debt, no property taxes
on Federal land, nonresidents cannot be
taxed higher than residents, navigable
streams are public highways and forever free
to everyone without taxes or duties for using
them.

Northwest Territory to be divided into three
to five new States with Congress fixing the
boundaries. When a territory contained
50,000 free inhabitants, it could be admitted
as a new State.

Slavery and involuntary servitude outlawed
in the Northwest Territory.

ARTICLE 3:

ARTICLE 4:

ARTICLE 5:

ARTICLE 6:

Although the Northwest Ordinance contains nothing per-
taining to surveying, it did outlaw entail estates, established
fee simple estates as a national land tenure policy, provided
government and protection of property rights, and provided
for the establishment of new territories and States. These
policies encouraged rapid settlement which in turn created
the need for surveys and land offices. In the years to come,
surveyors would be very busy men indeed.



SUMMARY

The Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance
of 1787 did not contain any radical departures from the prac-
tices used in the colonies. Instead they incorporated and
consolidated the better features of the old system and out-
lawed some of the practices which the people as a whole had
come to dislike.

Primogeniture and entails were abolished. Quitrents had
been outlawed, with a few exceptions, by the colonial assem-
blies soon after 1776, and most people had stopped paying
them anyway. These practices were on the way out of society
and independence just hastened the process.

Land reform was uppermost in the minds of the majority of
the population. Large land grants to favored people or nobil-
ity had to go one way or another, and the sentiment was
against “land speculators and land jobbers.” The direct sale of
land was designed to correct some of the old abuses. Prior
survey and sale was a departure from most established prac-
tice. The headright system had given land to the little guy
but was now abolished. Squatters were to be a problem and as
aresult, eventually led to preemption. The headright system
was reinstated in the form of the Homestead Acts in 1860’s.

The Revolutionary War had drawn the new States into a
closer common bond and made possible the cession of the
western lands to a central government. The Congress took
the place of the Crown and the Congressmen immediately
exercised the power to dispose of the new public domain for
the common good. The rectangular system was not dreamed
up out of the whole cloth. The New England towns had proven
to be a superior method of land disposal even though the
system was based on close religious ties. All it took was some
adjustments to make the system adaptable to millions upon
millions of acres of wilderness. Along with the Northwest
Ordinance, the Land Ordinance firmly established a system
of land tenure, land acquisition and government which has
proved very successful. For the most part, it ended the ter-
ritorial and private boundary disputes, which alone would
have made the effort all worthwhile.
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CHAPTER 11

DEVELOPMENT
OF THE RECTANGULAR SYSTEM
OF SURVEYS
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THE PERIOD 1785-1796

The Seven Ranges

Viewed from a present-day level of technology, the surveys
under the Land Ordinance were crude and inaccurate.
However, they laid a basis for a system of surveys that could
be improved and refined as better equipment and funding
became available. A brief resume is included to show the
need for changes in the system afterward.

Thomas Hutchins was the Geographer and was reap-
pointed for a three-year term in 1784. He was a capable man
and had worked on the survey of the south boundary of
Pennsylvania, along with Andrew Ellicott, and David Ritten-
house. That boundary was surveyed using a transit (tangent)
line and offsets made to the parallel of latitude prior to
monumentation. There can be no doubt that Hutchins knew
how to accurately survey a parallel of latitude, with the
instruments, time, and funds for such work.

Thirteen surveyors, one from each State, had been
appointed to assist Hutchins in the survey of the first Seven
Ranges. Only eight surveyors showed up in Pittsburgh in
September 1785, all with varying experience and ability.
These men were:

(1) Edward Dowse — New Hampshire. Little is known about
him. He was not from New Hampshire, but was available
in New York and accepted the appointment of the New
Hampshire delegates.

(2) Benjamin Tupper — Massachusetts. That state original-
ly appointed Rufus Putnam, but Putnam was one of the
original founders of the Ohio Company of Associates and
had just accepted the position of Surveyor General of
Massachusetts for lands in Maine. Putnam requested
that Tupper go in his place. Tupper was really an advance
scout for the Ohio Company and little is known of his true
ability as a surveyor.

(3) Isaac Sherman — Connecticut. That state had chosen
Samuel Parsons but, like Putnam, Parsons was also in-
volved in the Ohio Company. Isaac was the son of Roger
Sherman and it is said that his primary motive for going
West was to gather intelligence about the Connecticut
Western Reserve. Little is known of his qualifications in
land surveying.

(4) Absalom Martin — New Jersey. He was an experienced
surveyor but his motive was to scout the country for
prospective land speculators. Martin actually worked
more or less for John Cleves Symmes who was from New
Jersey. This aided Symmes when he later purchased a
large area of land between the Miami Rivers.

(5) William Morris — New York. He was a mathematician
and surveyor and was the only one of the original group
who was on a par with Hutchins in his ability to execute
accurate surveys.

(6) Alexander Parker — Virginia. He was an old county
surveyor and frontiersman who knew his way around the
woods.

(7) James Simpson — Maryland. He actually came from
New York and his qualifications are unknown.

(8) Robert Johnston — Georgia. He actually came from Balt-
imore. Hutchins referred to him as “Doctor” Johnston
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and it is said that he was a wealthy man, presumably
with some knowledge of surveying.

So it was a very mixed group of men who gathered on the
north bank of the Ohio River in September 1785.

The boundary commission, headed by Andrew Ellicott, had
established a wood post at or near the high water line on the
north bank of the Ohio River and on the west boundary of
Pennsylvania on August 20, 1785. That boundary was run
with a transit and on a true astronomic meridian. Hutchins
and his group began the rectangular surveys at the
aforementioned post on September 30, 1785. The only known
instruments that Hutchins possessed were a sextant, com-
mon compasses, and circumferentors. It would have been an
easy task to determine the compass variation accurately
because a true meridian was available and there is little
doubt that Hutchins made such use of the existing line. He
undoubtedly used a sextant to determine the latitude of the
beginning point by observations of Polaris and the sun as
they crossed the meridian. Hutchins reported the latitude as
being 40°38'02". The actual latitude is about 40°38'27", an
error of 25 seconds. There is no record that Hutchins ever
attempted to determine the latitude of the western end of
what is now called the “Geographer’s Line” or of the southern
end of the first north-south line, as prescribed in the Land
Ordinance.

Between September 30 and October 8, 1785, Hutchins, the
other 8 surveyors, and a crew of about 30 chainmen and
axemen ran 4 miles of line west from the beginning point.
The line was run with a compass or circumferentor, with
orientation at each point by using the compass needle, and
measured with a two-pole Gunter’s chain held horizontally.
A post was set at the end of each mile. Bearing trees were
taken and scribed using either a carpenter’s race knife or
cooper’s (barrel maker’s) knife. At the rate of $2 per mile, the
crew only earned $8 for nine day’s work. On October 8, 1785,
Hutchins stopped work because he had word of Indian trouble
at Tuscarawas, 50 miles to the west. Though Hutchins made
an elaborate report of these four miles of line to the Congress,
it was nevertheless a very poor showing for the year.

Hutchins complained of the difficulty of surveying by refer-
ring to the true meridian at a rate of $2 per mile. On May 9
and 12, 1786, Congress passed resolutions suspending the
true meridian requirement and instructed Hutchins to re-
sume work, limiting the surveys to seven ranges south of the
Geographer’s Line. The Connecticut Reserve was located
north of 41° north latitude, so it was decided to limit the
surveys (in the May 12 resolution) to the townships south of
the Geographer’s Line.

When surveying resumed on August 9, 1786, six of the old
group returned, i.e., Tupper, Sherman, Morris, Martin,
Simpson, and Johnston. The new men added were Winthrop
Sargent (replacing Edward Dowse for New Hampshire),
Charles Smith (replacing Parker for Virginia), Ebenezer
Sproat for Rhode Island, Adam Hoops for Pennsylvania,
Israel Ludlow for South Carolina, and Samuel Montgomery
for North Carolina. Sargent and Ludlow were the most not-
able men; and along with Martin and Sproat, they were to
continue surveying in Ohio for many years to come. Sargent
became Secretary of the Ohio Company.

With a contingent of 12 surveyors (Delaware never did




send a surveyor) and full crews, the work resumed with vigor.
Hutchins ran the Geographer’s Line on to the west. As soon
as six miles were completed, Absalom Martin began the first
range line, running south to the Ohio River. As each
township corner was reached, another surveyor started run-
ning a range line south. In this manner, Hoops, Sherman,
Sproat, Sargent, and Simpson, in that order began the range
lines. Morris drew the seventh range. When Hutchins started
into the eighth range, trouble with the Indians began again.
Although Sargent finished a large part of the fifth range, he
had to stop work by the end of October because of the Indians.
Hutchins had the other six surveyors busy running the east-
west township lines, but by mid-November 1786, only four
full ranges of township boundaries were completed. The sur-
veyors spent about two and one-half months writing field
notes and drawing plats of these surveys. On January 27,
1787, Hutchins left Ohio for New York to present to the
Board of Treasury the plats and descriptive notes of these
four ranges.

Work was resumed by Ludlow and Martin in April 1787,
closely followed by Simpson. Ludlow finished the west bound-
ary, to the Ohio River, of the seventh range in about two
weeks. In spite of thefts and some harassment by the Indians,
Simpson and Martin completed the fifth and sixth ranges
soon after Ludlow finished. Although the field work was
completed in June 1787, and all of the records were in New
York by September, the Board of Treasury did not receive the
final plats and notes until July 1788.

Resulis of the First Surveys

There is no written record of instructions to the surveyors
from Thomas Hutchins. Any instructions given them were
probably verbal because Hutchins was on the ground with
them in 1785 and 1786. The field note records show that as a
general pattern, the range lines were run southerly from the
Geographer’s Line using a common compass or a circum-
ferentor. There isno indication that any attempt was made to
correct the compass needle for the magnetic variation. As a
result, the range lines have an actual bearing of about S. 2°
W., with a maximum bearing of about S. 3° W. The east-west
township lines deviate about the same amount from cardinal
and intersect the range lines at approximately a right angle.

The west end of the Geographer’s Line is about one mile
south in latitude of the beginning point, an average deviation
from due west of 1°21’. The magnetic variation at the time in
this general area of Ohio was about 30’ to 1° east.

Only the lot and township corners around the exterior
boundaries were monumented. The corners were marked
using either wood posts or a corner tree, witnessed by two
bearing trees. The bearing trees were blazed and scribed with
bearings and distances given to the trees from the corner.
(See Fig. 5 for monumentation, numbering system, and the
reserved lands within the original Seven Ranges.) The Ohio
River was meandered between township and range lines as
the situation dictated. The ranges were numbered west from
the Pennsylvania boundary. The townships were numbered
north from the Ohio River. In retrospect, this system of
numbering the townships was very confusing and cumber-
some. For example, Township 2, Seventh Range, is located
west of Township 1, Sixth Range. Until Ludlow reached the
Ohio River on the west boundary of the seventh range, he did
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not know the township number (16) of the township at the
northwest corner of the seventh range. This use of a natural
boundary was unsatisfactory even in 1786 and 1787, but it
would be 20 years before the system was corrected to the
system used today.

Another large flaw of procedure in the original Seven
Ranges was the manner of surveying the township bound-
aries. The range lines were to be run due south, but because of
the Ohio River, they had to be run in a stairstep pattern to
offset west from the river and continue south. The township
lines were to cross the range lines at “right angles, as near as
may be,” according to the Land Ordinance. The surveyors
were apparently all individuals with individual concepts of
how to comply with the “six miles square” and “right angle”
requirements. Nothing in the Ordinance specifically stated
the township corners had to be common to all four townships;
although that seems to be unnecessary, it should have been
self-evident. But the surveyors ran east or west on a township
line and measured six miles and set a township corner, even
though one already existed on the north-south range line.
The result of this was anywhere from one to four corners
supposedly standing for what in theory should have been a
common corner of all four townships. Some examples of these
corner situations are illustrated in Fig. 6. The idea of random
and true line for township lines apparently was not consid-
ered, probably because of the expense of that procedure. At $2
per mile the cost and time to run random and true on the
east-west lines was out of the question.

The line measuring was done with a common two-pole
Gunter’s chain. Hutchins instructed that the lines be mea-
sured horizontally, but the terrain was very rough, hilly, and
covered with timber. Speed was of the greatest importance.
The resulting measurements were very crude and some of the
problems created by large errors in measurement will be
discussed later in this book. (See Fig. 7 for a general view of
the Seven Ranges.)

The plats were delivered to the Board of Treasury and
contained the descriptive notes of the township, corner monu-
mentation, and bearing trees. These descriptive notes were
not the field notes; they were a listing of each corner showing
how the corner was monumented (post or tree), the bearing
trees, and the soil type, terrain and quality of land along each
mile surveyed. The use of descriptive notes was continued
until the early 1900’s.

Congress was impatient and put the first four ranges up for
sale in 1787. The first lands were sold at an auction in New
York City between September 21 and October 9, 1787. Some
108,431 acres were sold for $176,090. But 35,457 acres were
later forfeited, leaving a net sale of 72,974 acres for which
$117, 108 in public securities was received. The total cost of
surveying the Seven Ranges during 1785 through 1787 in-
cluding the Geographer’s salary and all other claims made by
the surveyors, was $14,876.45. Congress was very dis-
appointed with the showing and no further surveys were
made by the government during the existence of the Con-
gress of the Confederation.

The first patent was issued at New York City on March 4,
1788, to John Martin and is simply for Lot 20, Township 7,
Range 4. He paid $640 for that section. Since that lot is
located within the township, no corners of the patent existed
on the ground. Although the lot boundaries were protracted
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on the plats to show the location of the lots, it was up to
Martin to have it actually located by survey. Lot 26, reserved
by Congress, bordered Lot 20 on the west. No rules existed for
the subdivision of the townships. The easiest course was to
stub in from the nearest corner on the township line, the
method used in most such cases, which revealed a large flaw
in the original procedures under the Ordinance.

The Ohio Company of Associates

The first organizers of the Ohio Company were General
Rufus Putnam and Benjamin Tupper, who advertised for
prospective investors in Massachusetts in 1786 and 1787.
After $250,000 had been subscribed and the company orga-
nized, they sent a committee of three to apply to Congress for
a private land purchase in Ohio. The petition was presented
to Congress in July 1787 by Putnam, Samuel Parsons, and
Manasseh Cutler, who proposed to purchase 1,500,000 acres,
survey it, and sell the land to settlers. With some debate and
negotiations, a contract was signed by Cutler and Winthrop
Sargent on October 27, 1787. Sargent was Secretary of the
Ohio Company and had surveyed in the Seven Ranges. The
purchase price of $1 per acre was reduced to 67 cents by
allowance for poor land. The payments were made in military
warrants and public securities (bonds and certificates) which
had greatly depreciated in value. It is estimated that the
Ohio Company actually paid less than 12 cents per acre, if
reduced to specie. The terms of the contract called for
$500,000 down, a like amount when the surveys were com-
pleted and the balance in six equal payments, with patent to
issue after one million dollars had been paid. The details of
the Ohio Company Purchase need not be gone into here, but
eventually the company received about 964,000 acres and
Congress donated another 100,000 acres to encourage settle-
ment on the frontier and hold the land against the Indians.

The lands were to be surveyed into townships and lots in
accordance with the Land Ordinance; the costs of the survey,
etc., were borne by the company. The east boundary of the
purchase was the west boundary of the Seven Ranges; the
new surveys were to be an extension of the Seven Ranges
surveys. Lot 16 in each township was reserved for schools,
Lots 8, 11, and 26 were reserved to Congress, and Lot 29 was
reserved for the support of religion (see Fig. 8). The religion
reservation had been deleted in the Land Ordinance but was
restored in the contract with the Ohio Company and later in
the Symmes Purchase. The only obligation of the govern-
ment was to survey the north boundary of the purchase, to be
an east-west line, from the Seven Ranges to the Scioto River,

“which would enclose the one and one-half million acres (plus
enough to cover the reserved lands) north of the Ohio River.

Rufus Putnam was made Superintendent of Surveys for
the Ohio Company. He and his contingent arrived at the
mouth of the Muskingum River on April 7, 1788, where they
founded the town of Marietta. They soon began the surveys of
the township and range lines.

Inthe fall of 1788, Thomas Hutchins, Absalom Martin, and
Israel Ludlow began the survey of the exterior boundaries of
the Ohio Company Purchase. Hutchins determined the lati-
tude at the mouth of the Scioto River, meandered up the Ohio
for 12 miles and then left for Pittsburg and other work.
Hutchins died April 28, 1789, without ever returning to Ohio.
The Congress did not appoint a new Geographer. Ludlow
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continued the meanders of the Ohio River up to the southwest
corner of the Seven Ranges, while Martin meandered up the
east bank of the Scioto. Martin halted work in late 1788. In
1789, Ludlow ran the limiting north boundary of the pur-
chase west from what is now the northeast corner of the
Donation Tract to the Scioto and then meandered down-
stream to connect with the Martin meanders. It isn’t known
how Ludlow monumented the northern line, but it is certain
that he blazed it. The area encompassed by this “Ludlow line”
and the Ohio, Scioto, and Seven Ranges was computed and
found to contain sufficient land to satisfy the Ohio Company
and the proposed Scioto Company purchases; however, the
Scioto Company never came to be.

Putnam employed Martin, Ludlow, Ebenezer Sproat, John
Matthews, Anselm Tupper, all of whom had worked on the
Seven Ranges, and others to conduct the surveys. At first the
surveyors were in business for themselves, charging indi-
vidual surveying fees, as was the custom in the States at that
time, but this proved unsatisfactory at best, and Putnam
began a contract system. The contracis were for the survey of
given townships and subdivisions at a stated price per mile.
Putnam would eventually continue the contract system
whem he became Surveyor General of the United States.

The township boundaries and section lines were surveyed
in the same general manner as the Seven Ranges. The lines
were run with a compass without correction for magnetic
variation in the free style used in the original Thirteen
States. Measurements were made with the only measuring
tool available, the Gunter’s chain. Corners were
monumented with wood posts or corner trees, with bearing
trees to witness them, and the lines were blazed. But the
work was executed with the objectives of speed and low cost
and was no better than could be expected under the circum-
stances. The range lines have bearings of up to N. 4° E.-S. 4°
W., with the township lines about the same amount from
cardinal directions. Distances between section corners may
exceed, or be less than, 80 chains by as much as 5 chains, in
actual measure.

The Ohio Company had over 800 subscribers or stock-
holders. Using a complicated formula derived by the com-
pany, each stockholder was entitled to receive a total of
1,173.37 acres of land in 7 different sizes of tracts. The sixth
and seventh tracts were for 640 acres and 262 acres, respec-
tively. To meet the odd acreage of 262 acres, a given township
would be divided according to the plan shown in Fig. 9. By
that division, 22 shareholders would receive their 640-acre
and 262-acre allotments in the township. Remembering that
5 lots were reserved, Lots 8, 11, 16, 26, and 29, and taking out
9 lots to be divided into nearly 262-acre fractions, 22 lots and
22 fractions were accommodated for 22 stockholders’ sixth
and seventh tracts. The stockholder might receive a deed for
Lot 1 and Fraction No. 1 in the township. Approximately 37
townships were surveyed in this manner. Other townships
were subdivided into 160-acre quarter sections and the re-
mainder into small tracts and town lots. Theoretically, each
stockholder eventually received title to his full share one way
or another.

Thus, the Ohio Company Purchase was the proving ground
for subdivisions of a township at that stage of development.
Plats were made of these townships but no field notes are
known to exist. The company was not required to file plats -
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and field notes with the Board of Treasury. In later years
when the government sold the reserved lands, the lack of
these records created some difficulties for the Surveyors
General when they were required to locate the reserved lots
within these townships.

The Donation Tract

The Ohio Company had originally proposed to donate 100
acres of land to anyone who would settle within the purchase
and aid in protecting the lands against the Indians. But the
cost of government and other factors caused financial prob-
lems and the company presented these hardships to Congress
in 1792; in April, Congress authorized the President to do-
nate 100,000 acres to the company in trust. The Donation
Tract was bounded on the north by the “Ludlow line,” on the
south by the lands patented to the company in the “First
Purchase,” on the east by the Seven Ranges, and extended far
enough west (approximately 21 miles) to include the 100,000
acres. These lands were donated without charge to male
settlers in lots of 100 acres and were never subdivided into
townships; it indirectly created fractional townships in
ranges 8 through 12 of the Ohio River Base surveys.

The only other large tract of significance within the bound-
aries of the purchase was the two townships reserved for a
college. Townships 8 and 9, Range 14, were donated for that
purpose and were not subdivided into lots under the Land
Ordinance.

The Ohio Company completed most of its business by Janu-
ary 1796 and went completely out of business in 1849.

The Symmes Purchase

John Cleves Symmes, from New Jersey, contributed much
of his private resources in support of the Continental Army
during the Revolution. He held a large quantity of certifi-
cates of indebtedness and wanted to turn them into some-
thing of value, namely, real estate. Symmes proposed to
purchase the lands between the Great and Little Miami Riv-
ers in southwestern Ohio for about the same terms given the
Ohio Company, except that only one township was reserved
for an academy. Although Symmes jumped the gun and be-
gan settlement before a contract was concluded, which made
Congress angry, he finally got a contract for one million acres
on October 15, 1788. The east boundary of the tract was
supposed to be parallel to the Great Miami, beginning at a
point 20 miles up the Ohio from the mouth of that stream. It
was impossible to determine a boundary of that description so
Symmes began in late 1788 to survey all the lands between
both Miami rivers. Symmes’ principal surveyor, Israel Lud-
low, ran an east-west base line between the Miamis through
what is now Fractional Range 2, setting corners every mile.
Symmes directed the assistant surveyors to run lines north
and south on a magnetic meridian from each of Ludlow’s mile
posts, setting corners at one-mile intervals on the meridional
lines but not to tie across with east-west lines. The pur-
chasers would have to pay for surveying the east-west lines.
By this scheme, Symmes would only pay the cost of surveying
half the section lines but all four corners would have been
established by him. The townships were not numbered in
reference to Ludlow’s base line, but it ran east-west and the
ranges were thus numbered north from the Ohio River. The
first townships on the Ohio are fractional and are called
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“Fractional Range 1.” The second row is called “Fractional
Range 2,” with the third and first full townships called just
“Range 1,” followed by Range 2, Range 3, and so on. The
townships are numbered east from the Great Miami River.
The Between the Miamis surveys are the only place in the
United States where ranges are numbered north-south and
the townships are numbered in an east-west direction (see

Fig. 10).

Gross distortions resulted when the purchasers hired sur-
veyors to run the east-west lines to form the north and south
boundaries of the sections tying between the corners estab-
lished on the meridional lines. The supposed northwest cor-
ner of a section might be 15 to 20 chains or more, north or
south of the northeast corner of the same section. The longi-
tudinal distances between corners were also grossly in error.
A purchaser of a full section might have 100 acres more or
less than he was to pay for. This type of distortion was clearly
in violation of the Land Ordinance which said that the east-
west lines should cross the north-south lines at “right angles
as near as may be.” The numbering of the ranges north-south
was also technically in violation of the Ordinance. Even
though many purchasers already occupied their lands
according to the original corners, Symmes ordered his sur-
veyors to carefully rerun the meridian line which intersected
the Ohio opposite the mouth of the Licking River in Ken-
tucky and set new corners every mile. He called this new line
a “standard.” The purchasers were to then run east-west
lines from the new corners on the standard and set their
section corners at intersections with the old meridional lines,
which created even more conflicts and problems. Eventually
the Ohio Supreme Court ruled that the original corners con-
trolled, regardless of the distortions.

Symmes began to run into financial difficulties and
couldn’t pay for the lands he had contracted to purchase. He
also had his surveyors at work north of the land he had paid
for and was in effect selling land he did not own. Symmes
eventually received patent to the lands as far north as the
north boundary of Range III. The government in later years
honored the claims of purchasers north of that line and
patented the lands to them under the Act of March 2, 1799, 1
Stat. 728, and supplemental acts.

The Symmes Purchase was so badly managed and the
surveys so poor that it effectively killed any further large
land sales by Congress. It brought out the need for proper
surveys, executed by the government, and the fixing in posi-
tion, by law, of survey corners and lines once claims were
made based on them. Though Symmes had used a base line to
begin the surveys, it was not used to control township and
range numbers. The use of natural boundaries such as the
Ohio and Great Miami Rivers was obviously defective, but for
the time being the surveys were locked into what already was
the practice. But even as bad as the surveys in the Symmes
Purchase were, they proved to be far superior to the metes
and bounds system and indiscriminate locations. There are
no known field notes and very few plats of the surveys within
Symmes Purchase, as most of the records were destroyed
when Symmes’ house burned at North Bend, Ohio, in 1810. In
later years, the Surveyor General was able to find some
scattered records which were in the hands of local and county
Surveyors.



The Virginia Military Tract

When Congress accepted the Virginia Cession on March 1,
1784, a condition in the deed of cession was that the lands
north of the Ohio and between the Scioto and Little Miami
rivers were reserved to satisfy Virginia military warrants if
there was not enough good land in Kentucky to fulfill re-
quirements. The area reserved was to be all the land lying
between the Little Miami and Scioto Rivers, north of the Ohio
River, and lying east of a line drawn from the souce of the
Little Miami to the source of the Scioto. Virginia had granted
from 100 acres for a soldier or sailor with less than three
year’s service to 15,000 acres for a Major General. That state
had no idea how much land was needed nor how much was
available in Kentucky at that time. Although some locations
were made in the tract as early as 1787, they were declared
illegal and the area was not officially opened to entry until
August 10, 1790.

The military warrants could be located by the original
holder or after 1794, he could assign or sell his warrant to
someone else. Heirs of the original warrant holder or agents
could do the same. Often several warrants were bought by
one person and turned in for land in the tract.

Basically the system used in the Virginia Military Tract to
survey and convey land was the following: a surveying dis-
trict was set up usually with natural boundaries, a land
office, and a district surveyor. The district surveyors were
predecessors of the county surveyors. Upon proof of service in
the war, the soldier would be issued a warrant for the stipu-
lated number of acres. He would then go on the land, select a
parcel he liked, and come up with a crude description of its
location. He would then visit the land office and present his
warrant and description. If no conflicting claim appeared
likely, the land office would issue him a numbered certificate
of entry. Next, he took the entry to the district surveyor who,
together with the land office, assigned it a survey number.
The surveyor went out and surveyed the tract, usually en-
closing the number of acres called for in the warrant,
although there was nothing in the laws to require that all of
the land in a warrant be surveyed in one contiguous parcel.
After survey, the surveyor would prepare a description and
plat of the survey, showing its survey number, etc., and
would make out the certificate of survey. The claimant paid
the expenses of the survey and then presented his certificate
of survey, description, etc., to the land office. If all appeared
in order, a patent would be issued by the Board of Treasury
and later the General Land Office in Washington. Title to the
Virginia Military Tract remained in the Federal government
until patent was issued, although the surveying and land
offices were under the supervision of Virginia.

This then was the procedure in the simplest of cases, often
it was much more complicated. There was no method used to
tie the surveys together and at any given time it was impossi-
ble to find just where one survey was located in relation to
others in the same vicinity. The overlaps and gaps or gores
were everywhere. The irregularities and errors were some-
times astounding. C. E. Sherman reports (Original Ohio
Land Subdivisions, page 32, 1925) that Survey No. 15890 in
Scioto County was originally returned as containing 458.5
acres, but accurate resurveys by the year 1925 showed that
Survey No. 15890 actually encompassed over 1,662 acres.
This is surely an extreme case, but even the worst of the
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rectangular surveys of that time did not approach such gross
errors.

The patents for the locations within the Virginia Military
Tract are frequently long and complex. One survey contained
118 separate courses and left an unclaimed parcel enclosed
within its boundaries (cited by W. E. Peters in his book O#io
Lands and Their Subdivision, 2nd ed., 1918). In copying all
those courses for a patent, description mistakes could easily
occur and probably did.

Surveys were made and patents issued for lands in the
tract well into the mid-1800’s. Congress passed a multitude of
laws concerning lands in the tract, including those pertain-
ing to the boundary line between the headwaters of the Little
Miami and Scioto rivers (discussed later), but the final act
was passed on February 18, 1871, 16 Stat. 416. That act gives
to the State of Ohio all the unclaimed and unsettled lands
within the Virginia Military District, thought to be about
76,735 acres, without description or benefit of survey. It is
entirely possible that some small parcels still exist that are
not yet identified.

Other Events During 1785-1796

As has been seen so far, Congress received very little rev-
enue from the public land sales in the Seven Ranges. Settlers
just weren’t willing to pay $1 per acre, cash, for lands that
were almost totally unprotected from Indian attack and then
pay for a survey to locate the boundaries before they could
start clearing. Instead, they chose to buy from the Ohio Com-
pany or Symmes at a lower price on credit at 6 percent
interest with the cost of survey, if any, much less and with
some measure of protection. In selling large tracts to two
private companies, Congress had set up stiff competition
which it could not meet.

On January 20, 1790, the House of Representatives called
on Alexander Hamilton, Secretary of the Treasury, for a plan
of disposing of the public lands. Hamilton submitted his
report on July 20, 1790, in which he recommended estab-
lishing a General Land Office at the seat of government with
subordinate offices or local land offices in the area where land
sales would take place, that is, in Ohio and in the Mississippi
country south of Tennessee. His plan called for a Surveyor
General and Deputy Surveyor’s General, sale in lots of 100
acres and upward, sale to land companies, a price of 30 cents
per acre payable in gold or silver or in public securities, and 2
year’s credit at 6 percent interest, for the townships to be
surveyed 10 miles square (but no mention is made of sections,
just that lots of different sizes would be located within the
townships), and that all surveys would be at the expense of
the purchasers or grantees. Hamilton’s plan was quite de-
tailed as to methods of handling the sales, etc. Fortunately
the Congress did not accept all of Hamilton’s ideas and in fact
did not act affirmatively on any of Hamilton’s recommenda-
tions for nearly six more years.

Another factor that deterred further activity in surveying
and land sales was the Indians. The Territorial Governor,
Arthur St. Clair, had tried negotiating with the Indians
without much luck. In June 1790, he decided to go to war, but
suffered heavy losses. St. Clair tried again in 1791, and again
was soundly defeated by the Indians. In 1793, General “Mad
Anthony” Wayne was given command of the Army in the
territory and opened a skillful campaign in 1794. The Indians
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lost the decisive battle at Fallen Timbers in August 1794.
The result was a treaty, signed at Greenville, Ohio, on Au-
gust 3, 1795, 7 Stat. 49, which gave title to the United States
for about three-fourths of the present state of Ohio and a
small part of Indiana. The Greenville Treaty boundaries will
be discussed later in this book.

Analysis of the Period

Although many details were still to be worked out, this
period proved beyond a doubt that the rectangular system of
townships and ranges was far superior to the indiscriminate
location method of disposing of large land areas. The com-
plete simplicity of land description cannot be overstressed.
Compare the first patent description, “Lot No. 20, Township
7, Range 4,” against the complexity of a many-sided metes
and bounds location. There is only one possible location for
that section in all of the Ohio River Base surveys which can
be easily and quickly spotted on any map of sufficient scale.
Theoretically, it can also be divided by aliquot part descrip-
tion down to a parcel the size of this page and that small piece
could only be situated in one place in the whole country. This
huge advantage must have been obvious to anyone concerned
with land surveys and sales, even Alexander Hamilton. It
would be a few years and arguments later before the six-mile-
square township was fixed as the final unit. Ten-mile
townships were never adopted but five-mile townships would
be used for special reasons only.

The details of execution, monumentation, subdivision, and
sales were still in an evolutionary stage in 1796, but the
foundation was laid. Indian title had been extinguished, the
country was at peace at home and abroad, the economy was
looking up, the Ohio Company and Symmes had about run
their course and the public lands were there with settlers
ready and willing to buy, given the chance. The time was ripe
for the next step.

THE PERIOD 1796 — 1812

ActofMay 18, 1796

Congress debated but failed to pass legislation on the pub-
lic lands question from 1789-1792. A scandal involving the
Ohio Company, the questionble activities of Symmes, and the
final defeat of the Indians caused action in January 1796.
Finally the Act of May 18, 1796, 1 Stat. 464, was approved, a
milestone in any history of the public land surveys, and at the
time was the instructions for the conduct of those surveys. An
analysis of the act by section is appropriate here.
Sec. 1. A Surveyor General shall be appointed. He shall
engage skillful surveyors as his deputies. He shall
survey the lands northwest of the Ohio River and
above the mouth of the Kentucky River (in Ken-
tucky) in which Indian title has been extinguished
(Greenville Treaty). He shall frame regulations
and instructions for his deputies and they shall
take an oath (to do proper work) and he may re-
move (fire) them for negligence or misconduct.
(Hopefully this would give the Surveyor General
the power to achieve properly executed surveys.)

Sec. 2. Thelands not already surveyed or patented (in the

29

Sec.

Seven Ranges, Ohio Company, Symmes Purchase)
and lands not being appropriated for military
bounties (Virginia Tract and U.S. Military Re-
serve) are to be divided into townships six miles
square by north-south lines run according to true
meridian (restoring that requirment) and by lines
crossing them at right angles (east-west), except
where the Indian boundary or navigable rivers
make full townships impossible. (Only the Green-
ville treaty line, Ohio, Scioto, Great and Little
Miami Rivers and private land claims created
fractional townships as referred to in the act.) The
corners of the townships and the section corners
will be distinctly and differently marked. (The
appropriate numbers, township, range, and sec-
tion so that a purchaser could find his land.) One-
half of the townships, taken alternately, shall be
subdivided into sections (first use of that term), by
running through the townships parallel lines at
the end of every two miles, with section corners at
every mile on all lines surveyed. (This was another
economy measure.) The sections will be numbered
beginning with number one in the northeast corner
of the township, proceeding west and east alter-
nately (the method still in use, but no one knows
why the new numbering system was adopted).
Bearing trees will be taken at each corner and all
lines will be plainly blazed (the common prac-
tice). The lines will be measured with chains con-
taining two perches of 16Y% feet each, subdivided
into 25 equal links, adjusted to a standard to be
kept for that purpose. (This specifically calls for a
Gunter’s chain and leaves no doubt that accurate
measurements are to be made.) The Surveyors are
to keep detailed field notes (vital for mapping in-
formation) and return them to the Surveyor
General for permanent records. The Surveyor
General will make three plats; one for his office,
one for use at the place of sale, and one for the
Secretary of Treasury; he will make out a descrip-
tion of the township for the use of the officers
making sales, and will give a description on the
plat of the lands and the corner monumentation.
(The field note books were kept by the Surveyor
General and only descriptive notes went to
Washington and the land offices.)

Reservations: 36 contiguous sections surrounding
a salt spring east of the Scioto are reserved (this
spring is located in section 29, T. 7, R. 18, and the
36 sections are in Tps. 6 and 7, R. 19, and Tps. 6
and 7, R. 18, where Jackson, Ohio, is now located).
If other salt springs are found, the section contain-
ing it is also reserved (salt was a vital element to
the settlers and no one was allowed to monopolize
it). The four sections at the center of each township
are resreved (sections 15, 16, 21, and 22) except in
fractional townships which are less than three-
fourths of full size, but the salt reservation applies.
(No mention is made of a section 16 school reserva-
tion.)



Sec.

Sec.

Sec.

Sec.

Sec.

Sec.

When seven ranges are surveyed (1) Below the
Great Miami, (2) between the Scioto and Ohio
Company Purchase, (3) between the Connecticut
Reserve and the Seven Ranges, and the plats re-
turned, etc., the sales will be held at Cincinnati
and Pittsburg. (This wording had the effect of
establishing surveying districts.) The townships
subdivided will be offered for sale in sections, and
those not subdivided will be sold at Washington in
quarter townships. The minimum price is raised to
two dollars per acre (raised from the old price of

$1).
Provides for notice and advertising of the sales.

This section is complex and directs that the unsold
lands in the Seven Ranges, including lands drawn
by the Army, and the lands sold but unpaid for,
thereby forfeited, and the townships that were to
be sold entire under the Land Ordinance are to be
sold. The whole townships are to be sold in quarter
township blocks in Philadelphia, reserving the
four sections at the center of the township. The
townships that were to be sold by sections under
the Ordinance are to be sold at Pittsburg, again
reserving the four sections in the center of the
township. But the reserved lots in the townships
already sold under the Ordinance are still re-
served, which was very confusing because of for-
feited lands, scattering of plats and records of sale,
etc. It was really hard to tell whether the old re-
serves were abolished or the new four-section re-
serve was added to the old in certain townships.

This section turned out to be a mistake and wasn’t
corrected until 1820. It provides for credit pur-
chases under a complicated formula. The highest
bidder is to pay 1/20th of the purchase price as
down payment, to be forfeited if one-half the price
including the 1/20 is not paid within 30 days. If he
pays the half, he then has one year to pay the other
half. If he doesn’t pay the remaining half within
one year, he forfeits the half he has paid and the
government forecloses. If and when he pays the
full amount, he will receive a patent which is to be
signed by the President and Secretary of State, the
latter to record the patent. Thus, the Secretary of
the Treasury was in charge of credit sales but the
Secretary of State recorded the patent. Credit
sales, forfeitures, and scattering of records caused
problems and confusion for the next 40 years or
more.

Provides for recordkeeping by both the Territorial
Governor (St. Clair) and the Secretary of the
Treasury.

The wording of this section probably caused more
litigation and misunderstanding than any other
section of the act. It follows, in full:

“And be it further enacted, That all navigable
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rivers, within the territory to be disposed of
by virtue of this act, shall be deemed to be,
and remain public highways: And that in all
cases, where the opposite banks of any
stream, not navigable, shall belong to differ-
ent persons, the stream and the bed thereof
shall become common to both.”

What isn’t spelled out is: What is a navigable
river, i.e., how is navigability determined? Non-
navigable streams have a common ownership, i.e.,
if there are different patentees on opposite banks
they own the bed in common. But nothing is said
about non-navigable lakes, and that caused many
problems during the 1800’s. This important sec-
tion of the act is now codified in 43 U.S.C. 931.
Sec. 10. Provides for the Surveyor General’s salary (but no
office help) and that the President of the United
States may fix the compensation of the assistant
surveyors, chain carriers and axe men: provided
that the whole expense of surveying shall not ex-
ceed $3 per mile for every mile actually run or
surveyed. This seems to imply that assistant sur-
veyors and crew members would be hired on a
salary, but if so, how would it be possible to assure
that the cost of surveying would not exceed $3 per
mile? The increase to $3 (the Land Ordinance
called for $2) would not assure speed on the part of
the surveyors.
Sec. 11. Provides for the fees to be paid the Treasurer or
receiver for handling the sales.
Sec. 12. Requiresthat the Surveyor General, assistant sur-
veyors, and chainmen must take an oath to faith-
fully perform their duties. The receiver is to fur-
nish a bond as security. These stipulations were an
effort to assure honesty in the surveys and money
handling.

ActofJunel, 1796, 1 Stat. 490

Passage of this act was anticipated in the Act of May 18,
1796. The title is a little misleading, “An Act regulating the
grants of land appropriated for Military Services, and for the
Society of the United Brethren, for propagating the Gospel
among the Heathen.”

In the Land Ordinance, the Army was to select townships
to satisfy the military bounties granted to the Revolutionary
War soldiers by the Continental Congress. None were
selected; instead, the Congress agreed to set aside a specific
tract to be used to satisfy those outstanding warrants, i.e., the
U.S. Military Reserve.

The “United Brethren” were the Moravian missionaries
who had established missions on the Tuscarawas branch of
the Muskingum River and had converted many Indians to

‘Christianity. These missions were settled Indian towns with-

in the Military Reserve. The missionaries had a strong influ-
ence on the Indians and had brought a measure of peace in
the area before the Greenville Treaty. Congress granted
4,000 acres for each town to the Moravians in appreciation,



which were outright land grants to be held in trust by the
Moravians for the Indians.

Sec. 1.  The Surveyor General is to survey the boundaries
of the Military Reserve. Beginning at a point on
the west boundary of the Seven Ranges, 50 miles
south of the northwest corner of those townships
(T. 16, R. 7), thence due west to the Scioto River,
thence up that river to the Greenville Treaty line,
thence northeasterly on the treaty line to the Tus-
carawas and up that stream to an intersection
with a line run due west from the northwest corner
of the Seven Ranges, thence due east along that
line to the northwest corner of the Seven Ranges.

The Greenville Treaty line had not been surveyed and
what Congress didn’t know was that a line run due west from
the northwest corner of the Seven Ranges would intersect the
Tuscarawas at very nearly the same place as did the treaty
line, i.e., “at the Tuscarawas crossing.”

The first section of the act goes on to provide that the
Military Reserve would be surveyed into townships five
miles square, with corners every two and one-half miles on
the exterior boundaries, in the same manner as the Act of
May 18, 1796. 1t also calls for salt spring reserves, similar to
the preceeding act.

The five-mile township was used because it would contain
16,000 acres. All of the military warrants were in multiples
of 100 acres. A 23,040-acre township isn’t evenly divisible by
100. The salt spring reserve provision was undoubtably an
oversight, as the Military Reserve had no sections. Only one
salt reserve was ever made; that was the northeast quarter of
T. 5, R. 18 (4,000 acres instead of 640).

Sec. 2. The land was to be granted in quarter townships.
The plan, which never worked, was that a group of
warrant holders would get together and select a
4,000-acre quarter township to satisfy their collec-
tive warrants.

Sec. 3.  This section of the act provides for selections and
time limits.

Sec. 4.  All selections were to be completed by January 1,
1800, but that never came to be.

Sec. 5.  States that the Surveyor General is required to
survey the three Moravian towns of 4,000 acres
each.

Sec. 6.  Repeats Sec. 9 of the Act of May 18, 1796, making
all navigable streams public highways.

Although these two acts were passed two weeks apart, they
could be considered one overall law. Together, they provide
for survey and sale of most of the lands south of the Connecti-
cut Reserve and south and east of the Greenville Treaty
boundaries, except the area between the Miami Rivers and
those in the Virginia Military Tract. The main features of the
acts are:

(1) A Surveyor General is in charge of all the surveying and
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platting, with rather liberal authority to execute the

work under his own regulations and instructions.

The surveys are to be run by the true meridian; all the

township lines are to be surveyed and every other section

line within alternate six-mile townships, with corners at
every mile.

The five-mile townships are to be monumented every two

and one-half miles, but the townships will be divided into

quarters by protraction and sale.

The maximum price for surveys is raised to $3 per mile.

Sales are to be made with credit allowed, at a minimum

price of $2 per acre, up from $1.

(6) The four reserved sections are grouped in the center of
the township except the additional salt reserves, and the
gold, silver, copper, and lead reserves are dropped, as is
the Sec. 16 school reserve.

(7) The system of numbering the sections within a six-mile
township is changed to the method still in use.

(8) Most of the land sales are to be held much closer to the
land being sold.

2)

3)

4)
5)

Figs. 11 and 12 depict the survey lines to be run, monu-
mentation, protractions, and reservations under the provi-
sions of these acts of Congress. These laws were a great step
forward; it was unfortunate that only half the six-mile
townships were to be subdivided at all, and those only in
two-mile blocks.

The Greenville Treaty

The Greenville (or Greeneville) Treaty signed at Green-
ville, Ohio, on August 3, 1795, 7 Stat. 49, was to affect the
continuation of the land surveys for over 20 years and there-
fore must be included in any history of the public land sur-
veys.

In 1794, General Wayne had defeated the Indians in battle
and therefore could force them to comply with previous
treaties. Twelve Indian tribes subscribed to the provisions of
the treaty. The boundaries of the main body of 1and ceded
were: beginning at the mouth of the Cuyahoga River where it
entered Lake Erie and where Cleveland, Ohio, is now located,
thence up that river to the portage between the Cuyahoga
and Tuscarawas branch of the Muskingum (the portage trail
is now a street in Akron, Ohio), thence along the portage to
the Tuscarawas, thence down that branch to the crossing
place above Fort Lawrence (this crossing place was where the
Sandusky Indian Trail crossed the Tuscarawas), thence on a
straight line westerly (about S. 70° W.) to the beginning of the
portage near where Lorimies Store had stood (this portage
was between the Great Miami and St. Mary’s Rivers; Lori-
mies Store, a trading post, had been burned by the Indians),
thence westerly (about N. 81° W.) to Fort Recovery, thence
southwesterly (about S.11° W.) to the Ohio River at a point
opposite the mouth of the Kentucky River. All lands south
and east of that described boundary were ceded to the United
States. North and west of the line the government received 16
other small reserves, from 2 to 12 miles square, the most
notable of which is the 12-mile square reserve on the Miami
River (Maumee River) of Lake Erie near where Toledo, Ohio,
is now located. Though not spelled out in the 1796 acts of
Congress, it would become the duty of the Surveyor General
to survey the treaty line and the 16 reserves.
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Figure 11. Township Survey and Subdivision under the Act of May 18, 1796.
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The Connecticut Western Reserve

In her deed of cession dated September 13, 1786, Connecti-
cut retained the strip of land lying north of 41° north latitude
and extending 120 miles west from the west boundary of
Pennsylvania. Connecticut owned those lands and until 1800
had political jurisdiction over them.

During the Revolutionary War, the British burned the
towns of New Haven, Greenwich, Norwalk, Fairfield, and
New London in Connecticut. The sufferers of these depreda-
tions appealed for relief and assistance in compensation for
their losses. In 1792, the Connecticut Legislature granted
this group 500,000 acres at the west end of the reserve, which
was called the “Firelands.” In 1796, Connecticut sold the
remaining three million acres of the reserve to the Connecti-
cut Land Company, but the Indian title to the reserve had not
been extinguished at that time. Clear title was not obtained
until the Greenville Treaty in 1795 and the Treaty of Fort
Industry in 1805.

Surveys were begun by the company in 1796. In that year,
Seth Pease, a company surveyor, ran the south boundary
along the 41st parallel west to the Cuyahoga River. The
Connecticut Land Company then subdivided their lands into
five-mile-square townships, which were then subdivided into
lots of various acreages and sizes. Most of the lots are rec-
tangular, not square in shape. After the Treaty of Fort Indus-
try, the south boundary of the reserve was continued to a
total of 120 miles. The Firelands were also subdivided into
five-mile-square townships; these were subdivided into quar-
ter townships with the southeast quarter numbered 1, the
northeast quarter numbered 2, the northwest quarter num-
bered 3, and the southwest quarter numbered 4. The
townships in the entire Connecticut Reserve, including the
Firelands, are numbered north from the south boundary and
west from the Pennsylvania line. Thus the south boundary is
a base line and the east boundary a meridian of reference.
The surveys in the Connecticut Company (eastern) part of
the Reserve run very near the true meridian. All of the
meridional township lines in the Firelands, the 20th thru
24th range, were deliberately run north parallel to the Penn-
sylvania line which would theoretically yield a true bearing
of about N. 1° 30’ W. In fact, the meridional lines in the
Firelands are closer to N. 2° 30’ W. The west and south
boundaries of the reserve were later investigated and
checked by Jared Mansfield, the second Surveyor General,
and these errors were discovered, but no attempt was made to
correct the boundaries. Mansfield recommended that they be
left as is regardless of the errors because trying to correct
them would cause a great deal of trouble and litigation. Fig.
13 shows the layout of the Connecticut Reserve, adapted from
C. E. Sherman (Original Ohio Land Subdivisions, opposite
page 80, 1925). This is one more incident of private surveyors
determining the boundaries of the public lands.

Public Land Surveys Resume — 1797

Rufus Putnam, appointed Surveyor General under the new
law on November 5, 1796, was born in Sutton, Mas-
sachusetts, on April 9, 1738. As a young man he was appren-
ticed as a millwright, was self-educated and joined the Army
during the French and Indian War in 1757. In 1760, he
returned to Massachusetts, settled in Braintree, married,
raised nine children, practiced surveying, and built mills as
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well as farming. He rejoined the Army during the Revolution
as a Lit. Colonel and was promoted to Brigadier General in the
Army Engineers. He was Surveyor General in Maine after
the war and also helped organize the Ohio Company. He
directed the surveys of that company, became a judge in 1790
and Brigadier General in the regular Army in 1792, fighting
the Indians in the Northwest Territory. President Washing- .
ton wanted Simon DeWitt (who had been Geographer along
with Hutchins before 1785) to be Surveyor General but De-
Witt declined and the job went to Putnam. Though Putnam
was not well educated, was deficient in mathematics, and
was to allow poor surveys to be executed, he was probably the
best man for the job. He knew the country, was highly re-
spected in the territory, and could draw a large number of
experienced surveyors in a short time to execute the work.

On January 25, 1797, Putnam wrote to Oliver Wolcott,
Secretary of the Treasury, requesting instructions for con-
ducting the surveys; he suggested a contract system with
deputy surveyors but needed authority for contracting and
how to conduct the financing. Wolcott replied on March 11,
1797, giving Putnam authority to obligate the government
through contracts. Funds for payment of the deputies, for
which he had to account, were allotted to Putnam, and copies
of the contracts were to be sent to Wolcott.

Putnam established his office in Marietta, Ohio, in March
1797. With these details worked out, Putnam’s first order of
business was the Greenville Treaty line and the boundaries
of the Military Reserve, Early in 1797, he contracted with
Israel Ludlow to survey the Greenville Treaty line. And the
contract system of public land surveys, which endured until
1910, was underway.

After delays waiting for an Indian and an Army escort,
Ludlow began the Treaty line in June 1797. He ran a random
line from Lorimies Store northeasterly toward Fort Law-
rence, which intersected the Tuscarawas at 153 miles, 20
miles south of the crossing place. Ludlow then calculated a
true line back and ran S. 70° 50’ W. He blazed the line and set
a post every mile. This true line intersected Lorimies Creek,
23%2 chains upstream north from the intended place. Ludlow
reported these facts to Putnam and hoped that the Indians
wouldn’t complain about the 23% chain miss. Ludlow tem-
porarily suspended the survey of the treaty line. No attempt
was made to correct back for the 232 chain miss and that jog
was left in the treaty line. But more importantly, it is the first
known record of a major survey line of the public land surveys
being run random and true. Although the Greenville Treaty
line from the Tuscarawas Crossing to Lorimies Creek is far
from being a straight line and was certainly not a rhumb line,
it was a first major step in establishing some measure of
limits of closure. :

Military Reserve Surveys

Putnam divided the U.S. Military Reserve into five dis-
tricts and made the west boundary of the Seven Ranges a
meridian line and south boundary of the reserve a base line.
The townships were numbered north from the south bound-
ary and west from the Seven Ranges. Townships 1 through 4,
north, ranges 1 through 6, west, were the southeast survey
district. The remaining townships in ranges 1 through 6 were
the northeast district. Townships 1 through 4, ranges 7
through 12, were the south middle district; the remaining
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Figure 14. Township Partially Subdivided in U.S. Military Tract.



townships in ranges 7 through 12, the north middle district;
and all of the townships west of range 12 were the western
district.

On May 9, 1797, Putnam contracted with Zachius Biggs
and Absalom Martin for the survey of the north boundary of
the reserve, which extended from the northwest corner of the
Seven Ranges, west to the Muskingum River (Tuscarawas
Branch), and for the survey of the east boundary (along the
Seven Ranges), and the south boundary, west from the Seven
Ranges to the Scioto River. Lastly, the contract called for
Martin and Biggs to survey the township and range lines in
the northeast and southeast districts. Putnam ordered these
men to run the meridional lines parallel to the west boundary
of the Seven Ranges and to run the latitudinal lines at right
angles or perpendicular to the meridional lines. His reason-
ing was to avoid the “many slips of land” that would result
along the Seven Ranges and Ohio Company Purchase sur-
veysifhetried torun all the new survey lines according to the
true meridian. The true meridian requirement in the new
law was ignored in surveys in the Military Reserve and in the
Ohio River Base surveys south of the reserve and east of the
Scioto River.

Biggs completed his work in Iate 1797, but Martin did not
finish until 1798. Putnam finally received Martin’s notes and
plats on November 13, 1798. The contract price for these
boundaries and township lines was $3.00 and $2.50 per mile,
respectively.

On May 30, 1797, Putnam swore in his son, William Rufus
Putnam, as a deputy surveyor. They traveled up the Musk-
ingum and surveyed the three Moravian tracts called for in
the Act of June 1, 1796. He sent the plats of Shoenbrun,
Gnadenhutten, and Salem to the Secretary of the Treasury,
Oliver Wolcott, on July 22, 1797, which were the first official
returns of surveys made under the new law. Putnam sur-
veyed those towns immediately so that the boundaries would
be marked for Martin and Biggs when they ran the township
boundaries in the northeast district.

On July 12, 1797, Putnam contracted with George and
John G. Jackson for the survey of the township lines in the
south middle district. John Jackson was a minor from Virgi-
nia. On July 22, 1797, Putnam contracted with John
Mathews for the surveys in the north middle district. These
men proceeded with those contracts immediately. When Lud-
low completed the first leg of the Greenville Treaty line in
September, he contracted for the western district of the Mili-
tary Reserve and completed it by March 1798. Ludlow com-
plained to Putnam of the tedious chore of preparing the
township plats and field notes. The field surveyors had to
prepare a fair plat and field notes of their surveys. Putnam
hired his son William as a clerk at a $500-per-year salary to
prepare the plats to be sent to the Treasury and land office
and also to do all of the other clerical work required. Putnam
reported that all of the surveys in the U.S. Military District
were completed on February 2, 1799. When some of these
townships were later subdivided and patented, they were
subdivided in the manner indicated in Fig. 14.

Putnam later complained of the poorly executed work in
the four eastern districts and praised Ludlow’s work in the
western district. The surveys in the 12 eastern ranges were
indeed very poorly executed and were to create many prob-
lems in the years to come.

Q7

The Six-Mile-Square Townships

In 1798, Putnam contracted with six deputy surveyors for
the surveys of the six-mile-square townships and necessary
subdivisions of them. Alternate townships were to be subdi-
vided into two-mile squares. All the townships south of the
Military Reserve, east of the Scioto and west and north of the
Ohio Company Purchase were surveyed parallel to the Ohio
Company Purchase and the Seven Ranges. The true bearings
of the lines in that large block are up to N. 4° E. Putnam
divided the area into six surveying districts, with each sur-
veyor assigned to a certain block of townships. As the dis-
tricts closed against each other, very large jogs occurred in
the township or range lines. Putnam received much criticism
for these and the Military Reserve surveys, but his letters
indicate that he considered this system of continuing the
existing pattern a lesser evil than if he had tried rectifying
the pattern to the true meridian.

In early 1798, Putnam contracted with Israel Ludlow for
the surveys west of the Great Miami and for the remainder of
the Greenville Treaty line which was virgin territory with no
existing surveys. Putnam ordered Ludlow to run a true me-
ridian line due north from the mouth of the Great Miami
River and to survey two ranges of townships before complet-
ing the Greenville Treaty line. Ludlow ran the meridian line
due north and tied into Fort Recovery, then meandered down
the Ohio River to a point opposite the mouth of the Kentucky
River. He also surveyed some of the townships west of the
Miami in 1798, all of which were numbered north from the
Great Miami and east from the meridian line. In 1802, that
line became the state boundary between Ohio and Indiana. In
1799, Ludlow completed the Greenville Treaty line from
Lorimies Store, not from the end of the line he had run from
the Tuscarawas, to Fort Recovery and, after computing a true
line from there, to the Ohio River. By the end of 1800, Ludlow
completed the township boundaries and required subdivi-
sions west of the Great Miami south and east of the treaty
line. The townships in that area are all numbered north from
the Great Miami and Ohio Rivers. The ranges are numbered
east and west from the meridian line (state boundary).
Although the remainder of the state line (run north from Fort
Recovery) was later called the First Principal Meridian, the
portion run by Ludlow in 1798 is not designated by that
name. The surveys west of the Great Miami in Ohio and
Indiana were generally well executed. An attempt was made
to run the true meridian; the lines do not diverge more than
about N. 1° W. Putnam and Ludlow had thus perhaps unwit-
tingly established the beginnings of the present system of
identifying townships and ranges.

On July 27, 1799, Putnam contracted for the survey of the
townships north of the Seven Ranges and Military Tract,
south of the Connecticut Reserve and east of the Muskingum
or Tuscarawas. Ebenezer Buckingham was assigned the
western district, Zachius Biggs had the central district, and
John Bever had the eastern district of three ranges. These
were six-mile-square townships and were numbered in a
continuation of the Ohio River Base or Seven Ranges system
— with two exceptions. Numbering west from the Pennsylva-
nia boundary was continued through the seventh range. The
eighth range was numbered range 8 but was numbered north
skipping the area within the Military Reserve. The most
northerly township against the south boundary of the reserve



was township 8. Township 9 would theoretically be within
the reserve, but the number 9 was given the township im-
mediately north of the reserve. Hence T. 9, R. 8 is immediate-
ly west of T. 17, R. 7, then comes T. 9, R. 9 which is fractional
against the Tuscarawas branch. It was later made a full
township. T. 10, R. 9 was fractional and T. 11, R. 9 also
slightly fractional. At that point the Tuscarawas is flowing
about S. 45° E. and Buckingham numbered the two fractional
townships in range 10, north from the Tuscarawas branch of
the Muskingum. Though later surveyed into complete
townships, those two are identified as Townships 1 and 2 N.
range 10 W. of the Muskingum River Base. The only known
instructions that Buckingham had from Putnam are con-
tained in the contract, and the contract does not indicate that
this procedure was to be used to number the townships (see
Fig. 15).

All three contracts require that the range lines were to be
surveyed parallel to the Pennsylvania boundary. Putnam
was obviously confronted with a dilemma. The law required
the lines be run by the true meridian and to be six-miles
square. The convergency of meridians just would not allow
the six-mile-square provision. Putnam was not proficient
enough in mathematics to be able to devise a system to
correct for convergency, and even if he had been, neither he
nor his deputies had precise instruments with which accu-
rate surveys could be executed. And the maximum price of $3
per mile for surveys would not have covered the expenses
involved. Putnam attempted to hold to the six-mile-square
requirement and ignored the true meridian provision. The
townships north of the Seven Ranges were completed in
November 1799, the sections are numbered according to the
Act of 1796.

As a result of the lack of an overall plan and adequate map
control, an anomalous township identification occurred
along the Scioto River in Ranges 21 and 22. The boundaries of
these ranges were surveyed by John Mathews, Thomas
Worthington, Elias Langham, and Ebenezer Buckingham in
1799. A large easterly bend in the Scioto River prevents a
continuous extension northward of the range lines from the
Ohio River. It apparently seemed logical at the time to num-
ber the townships north from the Scioto, but the surveyors
did not get together and decide on a plan; apparently each
devised his own numbering for the townships in his contract.
The result is a confusing duplication of township numbers in
Ranges 21 and 22, as shown in Fig. 16. These are the
townships referred to in the 1973 Manual of Surveying In-
structions, Section 3-7, as the Scioto River Base surveys.
They are another indication of the speed with which the
surveys were being made, without adequate supervision,
planning or control.

By the beginning of 1800, Putnam and his deputies had
completed almost all the surveys provided for in the Acts of
May 18 and June 1, 1796. This huge task had been accom-
plished in just three years. It had taken the same amount of
time to survey the first seven ranges. Corners had been set at
one-mile intervals on all the boundaries of the six-mile-
square townships, alternate townships were subdivided into
two-mile-square blocks with one-mile monumentation, the
Military Reserve was surveyed, and the Greenville Treaty
line run. The Congress had demanded speed and economy
and they got it. If the surveys were somewhat crude and the
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plats not too well made, at least the work was done. During
those three years, Putnam had pleaded for an additional
clerk to help out with the office work but did not receive
approval to hire one. He was swamped with work and had no
real chance to check any of the surveys in the field. Though he
was disappointed with some of the field work, except that of
Ludlow, he was powerless to do much about it, however, his
troubles were just beginning. Congress passed the Act of
March2,1799, 1 Stat. 728, to provide for surveys and preemp-
tion sales to certain settlers on the lands north of the Symmes
Purchase between the Miami Rivers. Some surveys there
were already wretchedly executed and Putnam hadn’t yet
started work in that area with government surveyors.

Actof March 1, 1800, 2 Stat. 14

Under the plan anticipated by the Act of June 1, 1796, the
Secretary of the Treasury was to combine land warrants and
patent off the U.S. Military Reserve in quarter township
blocks, with individual lots to cover each warrant protracted
on the plats. This plan didn’t succeed for several reasons and
it was also discovered that the townships were far from
square, contained more or less than 16,000 acres, and some of
the quarter township corners were far from being at midpoint
between township corners. The Act of March 1, 1800, was
intended to solve some of these problems. Sec. 1 of the act
declares that all corners established in the Military Reserve
are the true corners regardless of the errors. It directs that
the townships are to be subdivided into quarters by running
straight lines from one quarter-township corner to the oppo-
site quarter-township corner, the way a normal section is
subdivided today. It also fixes the quantity or area returned
in each quarter township by the Surveyor General as the
legal quantity. Sec. 3 of the act excludes navigable rivers
from being included in the quantity of land charged to a
warrant lot, which has also been continued through to the
present. As nearly as possible, lots of 50 or 100 or more acres
were to be protracted with parallel lines within the quarter
townships. The 100-acre lots were supposed to be 40 chains
long and 25 chains wide, usually lying east-west, if the actual
original survey and subdivision allowed an orderly layout.
This act attempted to deal with the large errors in the origin-
al surveys; most importantly, it fixed the original corners in
position, established a precedent for subdividing, and held
the areas to be what the Surveyor General reported. The
purpose was to stop potential litigation.

The Act of May 7, 1800, 2 Stat. 58, divided the Northwest
Territory into the Ohio Territory and the Indiana Territory.
The territorial boundary was the Greenville Treaty line from
the Ohio to Fort Recovery and then due north to Canada, but
Sec. 5 of the act provided that when a State was erected, the
boundary would run due north from the mouth of the Great
Miami, i.e., Ludlow’s meridian line, which came to be in
1802.

The Act of May 10, 1800, 2 Stat. 73

This act is an amendment of the Act of May 18, 1796, but in
reality is the next major step in the evolution of the rectangu-
lar system of surveys. Credit sales and lack of adequate
surveys were already causing problems. Settlers couldn’t
afford to buy quarter townships or even full sections. Some
had tried, making down payments, but then couldn’t meet
the ensuing payments and they had to forfeit. With most of
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the section lines only protracted on paper, the purchaser still
had to pay to have his boundaries surveyed on the ground,
and each surveyor took the shortest route, stubbing in from
the township boundaries. With large errors existing in the
original surveys, boundary disputes were multiplying, which
was the very thing the rectangular system was supposed to
prevent. Also, remote places of sale and poor recordkeeping
discouraged potential buyers. The Congress took the next
step and put into effect another of the recommendations
made by Hamilton in 1790.

Secs. 1 and 6. These sections established local land offices
and the offices known as the Register and Receiv-
er. The Register handled the sales, entries, etc.,
and the Receiver was responsible for the pay-
ments. Both the Register and the Receiver were
paid on a fee basis.

Four land offices were established: at Cincinna-
ti, Chillicothe, Marietta, and Steubenville, with
designated areas of responsibility. All were situ-
ated fairly near the lands that were up for sale and
buyers had only relatively short distances to
travel to the place of sale.

Sec. 2. The Surveyor General is required to furnish copies
of the survey plats to the land offices, called the
“land office copies” and were used to sell the land,
record entries, and for the public to examine. A
copy of the plat was also sent to the Secretary of
the Treasury. The “three plat system” — the orig-
inal plat kept by the Surveyor General, one copy to
the land office and another copy sent to Washing-
ton, D.C. — remains in effect to this day.

Sec. 3.  This section affected the Surveyor General the
most because it called for the subdivision of cer-
tain townships into sections and half sections. The
following is a complete copy of this section of the
act:

“Sec. 3 And be it further enacted, That the surveyor-
general shall cause the townships west of the Musking-
um, which by the above mentioned act are directed to be
sold in quarter townships, to be subdivided into half
sections of three hundred and twenty acres each, as
nearly as may be, by running parallel lines through the
same from east to west, and from south to north, at the
distance of one mile from each other, and marking cor-
ners, at the distance of each half mile on the lines
running from east to west, and at the distance of each
mile on those running from south to north, and making
the marks, notes, and descriptions, prescribed to the
surveyors by the above-mentioned act: And the interior
lines of townships intersected by the Muskingum, and
of all the townships lying east of that river, which have
not been heretofore actually subdivided into sections,
shall also be run and marked in the manner prescribed
by the said act, for running and marking the interior
lines of townships directed to be sold in sections of six
hundred and forty acres each. And in all cases where the
exterior lines of the townships, thus to be subdivided
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into sections or half sections, shall exceed or shall not
extend six miles, the excess or deficiency shall be spe-
cially noted, and added to or deducted from the western
and northern ranges of sections or half sections in such
township, according as the error may be in running the
lines from east to west, or from south to north; the
sections and half sections bounded on the northern and
western lines of such townships shall be sold as contain-
ing only the quantity expressed in the returns and plats
respectively, and all others as containing the complete
legal quantity. And the President of the United States
shall fix the compensation of the deputy surveyors,
chain carriers, and axemen: Provided, the whole ex-
pense of the surveying and marking the lines, shall not
exceed $3.00 for every mile that shall be actually run,
surveyed and marked.”

To understand this section of the act requires some back-
ground explanation and analysis:

The Act of May 18, 1796, directed that only half the
townships were to be subdivided in two-mile-square blocks,
the other unsubdivided half was to be sold by quarter
townships without any interior subdivisional lines being sur-
veyed. The unsubdivided townships lying west of the Musk-
ingum were now to be subdivided into sections and protracted
half sections, by running parallel lines every mile from east
to west and from south to north, with all section corners
established and quarter corners on only the east-west section
lines. The parallel lines provision was included because it
was well known that the range lines were actually surveyed
parallel to the west boundary of the Seven Ranges and Ohio
Company Purchase boundaries, and not by the true merid-
ian. The townships intersected by the Muskingum and all
townships east of that river, which were designated for sale
by sections but were subdivided by alternate section lines,
were also to be subdivided in the same manner, by parallel
section lines. The excess or deficiency of land was to be placed
in the sections along the north and west boundaries of the
township being subdivided. All sections except those against
the west and north boundaries were declared to contain the
full legal quantity, i.e., 640 acres. The Surveyor General had
toreturn the area of the northern and western sections, based
on the distances obtained in the field; those sections were sold
containing the acreage returned on the plats. Thus the plats
returned by the Surveyor General were the sole basis of the
acreagein a section, and the amount to be paid was at the rate
of $2 per acre. Regardless of what a later survey might have
found the acreage to be, the plat returned by the Surveyor
General determined the legal quantity, no refunds were
made, nor any additional charges made.

The last sentence of this section is perplexing. The Presi-
dent was to fix the compensation of the deputy surveyors,
chain carriers, and axemen, but the whole cost could not
exceed $3 per mile. This was a repeat of the same statement
in the Act of May 18, 1796. But the surveys were being
executed by deputy surveyors under contracts with the Sur-
veyor General and the President had not and never would fix
their compensation. This clause may have been repeated to
allow for direct hire of the surveyors on a salary if the con-
tract system failed to do a proper job.

This act did not apply to the five-mile townships in the



Military Reserve. Fig. 17 indicates the theoretical subdivi-
sions and monumentation within the affected townships,
with all section lines surveyed.

The theory was good; survey all the section lines, fix by law
the acreage to be paid for, sell half sections at $2 or more per
acre on credit, and everyone should have been satisfied,
however, the problem was in the surveys. The township lines
had already been surveyed and most of the adjoining
townships had been partially subdivided. If lands had
already been sold in the adjoining townships, the corners
there couldn’t be corrected. Congress had already fixed the
corners by law in the Military Reserve and in the lands north
of the Symmes Purchase so that precedent was established.

Putnam took the only course of action he could think of; he
had his surveyors run north parallel to the east boundary and
west parallel to the south boundary of the township, setting a
second or even third set of corners on the exterior boundaries
of the township. Where it was possible to correct the old
corners, they did so, but most of the townships subdivided
under this act have double corners entirely around the ex-
terior boundaries.

This system would not work, however, in most of the
townships in the Seven Ranges. In those townships, many
individual sections had been sold at random without benefit
of government-surveyed section lines. Local surveyors had
located the sections by running lines in from the exterior
boundaries. The purchasers occupied and possessed the land
based on the corners thus established. The Act of May 10,
1800, couldn’t be complied with, without radically changing
the established location of the alienated sections. Putnam
suggested solutions based on honoring the existing corners,
but neither he nor the Secretary of the Treasury could com-
pletely defy the present law and Congress did not act on this
situation until Sec. 7 of the Act of May 1, 1802; 2 Stat. 179.

Another unanswered question was: Where should the
quarter-section corner on the east-west lines of the sections
along the west boundary of the township be placed? Should
they be set at 40 chains, which is the practice today, or at
midpoint between section corners? During the remainder of
Putnam’s term in office, they were set both ways, some at 40
chains with the excess or deficiency in the last half mile,
while others where the mile was near normal, were set at
midpoint. The acreage was shown on the plat for each half
section.

Sec. 5 requires the purchasers to pay a surveying fee of $6
per section. It does not say who is to receive the money, so
presumably it was paid into the Treasury.

Sec. 15 of the act authorized the Surveyor General to lease
the reserved sections within the townships. It isn’t known
why Congress added that burden on the Surveyor General
instead of on the Registers and Receivers of the land offices.

On October 8, 1800, Wolcott wrote to Putnam authorizing
the hire of an additional clerk at $500 per year; the letter also -

gave Putnam a few instructions about the surveys, but very
little. The problems were left for Putnam’s solutions.

Actof February 18, 1801, 2 Stat. 100

This act directs the Surveyor General to subdivide into half
sections the fractional townships in Ranges 16 through 22,
situated against the south boundary of the Military Reserve.
The lands were granted to refugees from Nova Scotia who
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had aided the Americans during the Revolution. It left un-
answered how the sections were to be subdivided when the
section was fractional against the military boundary, which
caused some problems. Normal townships were subdivided in
the manner as indicated in the Act of May 10, 1800, as shown
in Fig. 17.

Actof May 1, 1802; 2 Stat. 179

The original contract with John Cleves Symmes was for
one million acres of land. Symmes could not pay for that
much land and eventually received patent to only the area as
far north as the north boundary of Range 3, minus the Con-
gressional reserves. Much of the surveying in the Symmes
Purchase, including the north-south standard line, had been
done by Israel Ludlow. Symmes had sold lands north of his
patent boundary. The purchasers had made a down payment
to Symmes and occupied the land based on questionable
surveys, and they claimed they had entered into purchase
contracts with Symmes in good faith and should receive title
to their lands.

Congress passed the Act of March 2, 1799, 1 Stat. 728,
granting these settlers a right of preemption on their claims
and allowing them credit toward the purchase price of $2 per
acre for the reasonable amounts they had paid for surveys.
They were to apply to the Surveyor General for a government
survey of their lands. Upon receiving the application, the
Surveyor General was to survey the outlines of the tract or
tracts and determine the acreage to be paid for.

Putnam did not receive any applications for surveys under
that act. In 1801 when the Secretary of the Treasury, Albert
Gallatin, inquired about the matter, Putnam replied on Octo-
ber 6, 1801, and January 7, 1802, that he had not done any
work between the Miami Rivers, that no one had applied, and
that the boundary of the Virginia Military Tract was unde-
termined. The Virginia warrant holders were locating claims
north of the source of the Little Miami. Putnam didn’t know
where that boundary should be. On March 11, 1802, he told
the Secretary that Ludlow had informed him the north
boundary of the Symmes’ patent had never been surveyed
and that Putnam didn’t know what Symmes had actually
received.

On May 1, 1802, Congress passed the act which extended
preemption to the settlers between the Miami Rivers, “either
within or without the limits of Ludlow’s survey.” The Lud-
low’s survey referred to was the work done by Ludlow for
Symmes. On April 30, 1802, Congress had passed the Ohio
Enabling Act and they wanted all the lands owned by the
government outside the Greenville Treaty line surveyed.

The passage of these acts was anticipated by Putnam. On
May 3, 1802, he contracted with Israel Ludlow, Levi Whipple,
and Levi Barber for the survey of the townships between the
Miami Rivers and the boundary line of the Virginia Tract.
Ludlow began the survey of the Virginia Tract boundary at a
spring acknowledged to be the source of the Little Miami. He
ran a line on a magnetic bearing of N. 20° W. about 42 miles
to an intersection with the Greenville Treaty line. (If Lud-
low’s line was extended, it would fall a considerable distance
east of the source of the Scioto.)

Ludlow also corrected some of the surveys and established
the north boundary of the Symmes Purchase. The section
lines established by or for the settlers in the two ranges of
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townships north of the Symmes Purchase were honored by
the surveyors but their new lines straightened up the work
between Ranges 6 and 7. They did not try to run the township
lines by the true meridian; instead they continued the pat-
tern established by Symmes and also continued the section
numbering according to the Land Ordinance of 1785. They
closed the townships north of the Little Miami against Lud-
low’s boundary line of the Virginia Tract. The sections in
Ranges 4, 5 and 6 are greatly distorted due to the settlers
locations and the law which honored them in place (see Fig.
18).

The claimants in the Virginia Military Tract didn’t honor
the Ludlow boundary and filed claims west of it. On March
23,1804,2 Stat. 274, Congress declared the Ludlow boundary
as the boundary of the Virginia Tract, provided that Virginia
recognized the line within two years. Virginia didn’t and
even claimed the boundary should be a line from the mouth of
the Little Miami to the source of the Scioto, which was ridicu-
lous. In 1812, Congress and Virginia commissioned Charles
Roberts to survey a line from the source of the Little Miami to
the source of the Scioto. He ran his line on a magnetic bearing
of N. 24° 30’ W., from the same spring that Ludlow had used
as the source of the Little Miami. Roberts extended his line
about 11 miles past the Greenvile Treaty line, missed the
source of the Scioto, turned N. 75° 05’ E. and ran about two
miles to what he considered the source of the Scioto. Roberts
did not correct his line back to the Little Miami, so his
random line was his actual boundary line.

Claims between the Roberts and Ludlow line were filed by
both Virginia warrant holders and by public land purchasers.
On April 11, 1818, Congress passed an act declaring the
Ludlow line the boundary. In 1824, the U.S. Supreme Court
held that the Roberts line was correct. The Federal govern-
ment ended the matter by purchasing the Virginia claims
west of the Ludlow line, south of the Greenville Treaty line.
North of the Treaty line the Roberts line is the boundary of
the Virginia Military Tract. This conflict brought out quite
clearly that indefinite natural boundaries were a source of
trouble.

Sec. 6 of the Act of May 1, 1802, provided for the survey of
the Vincennes Tract on the Wabash River in the Indiana
territory to be surveyed according to the Act of May 10, 1800,
i.e., all section lines surveyed with quarter corners on the
east-west lines; and raised the maximum price to $4 per mile
for surveying. It also said that the surveys were to be made by
persons appointed by the President of the United States, not
by the Surveyor General, and that two plats would be fur-
nished by the surveyors. It can only be guessed why the
Surveyor General didn’t have jurisdiction over the Vin-
cennes surveys. Thomas Jefferson had become President in
1801 and was a Democrat-Republican, whereas Putnam was
a Federalist of the Washington-John Adams administra-
tions. The surveys under Putnam had been executed rapidly
and cheaply but were generally poorly executed. Indiana was
new country and Congress and Jefferson wanted a better job
done there but didn’t feel that Putnam could do that job; he
was, after all, 64 years old and “set in his ways.”

Sec. 7 of the act deals with the problem in the Seven
Ranges. The lines of any section sold before May 1, 1800, were
to be surveyed in a manner consistent with the lines already
located on the ground. Those sections sold after May 1, 1800,
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are to be where the Surveyor General locates them and, if the
purchaser doesn’t like it, within six months he could with-
draw his application and apply it to some other vacant sec-
tion. Gallatin had written to Putnam on September 25, 1801,
explaining that settlers in the Seven Ranges would be in-
jured in many instances if those Seven Ranges townships
were surveyed according to the third section of the Act of May
10,1800. The surveys in the Seven Ranges were distorted and
fragmentarily subdivided. Putnam and Gallatin discussed
the situation and the result was Sec. 7 of the Act of May 1,
1802. An illustration of the problem to be solved is shown by a
sketch plat sent to Gallatin by Putnam on June 10, 1802. Fig.
19 is a sketch of Putnam’s plat of Township 6, Range 3, in the
Seven Ranges. Lots 1 through 6 had been sold at New York
and located on a meridional line run north from the corner of
Lots 1 and 7 on the south boundary. The east-west lines had
been run west from corners on the east boundary. Lots 7, 13,
23, and 24, sold at New York, were located in a similar
manner. By holding the lots sold at New York fixed as
already surveyed, holding the original corners on exterior
boundaries, and then correcting for the large errors in the
boundaries, Putnam came up with the plan illustrated. The
purchasers of lots sold at Steubenville after May 1, 1800,
could take those lots or not as they should choose. This in-
stance is given here to illustrate a very early example of what
is today called an “Independent Resurvey,” whereby a
claimant’s location in good faith is honored and the remain-
ing public lands surveyed as nearly as possible on a normal
rectangular plan.

Congress passed the Appropriation Act of May 1, 1802,
which included money to hire a clerk in the Surveyor Gener-
al’s office, $39,296.90 for surveys, and survey of the Vin-
cennes Tract. Putnam did not begin the surveys in Indiana;
for his remaining year in office he confined surveying activi-
ties to township subdivisions and surveys in Ohio, which was
admitted to the Union on November 29, 1802. The first gov-
ernor of the new state was Edward Tiffin, who would become
Surveyor General in 1814. Gallatin notified Putnam by letter
dated September 21, 1803, of his dismissal from office and
named his replacement, Jared Mansfield. Putnam later com-
plained that the change was for political reasons and he was
no doubt partially correct, but he had done his job, was 65
years of age, and a new man was needed to extend the rec-
tangular surveys into the vast country to the west in the
Louisiana Purchase just acquired from France. There can be
little doubt that Thomas Jefferson wanted someone who
could direct the surveys on the accurate rectangular plan he
had advocated since 1784. Jefferson and Mansfield were old
friends and Mansfield was capable.

Before closing out Putnam’s term of office, three other acts
of Congress passed during his tenure are important to men-
tion.

Actof March 3, 1803, 2 Stat. 210

This act granted Section 16 in each township to the state of
Ohio for support of schools. Lieu lands were granted for those
already sold or otherwise reserved. The Section 16 school
grant was to continue to be made to each State until 1850.

Surveysin Mississippi
The Act of March 3, 1803, 2 Stat. 225 made land grants and
donations to settlers in the lands south of Tennessee, includ-
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ing the Mississippi Territory, which had been created by the
Actof April 7, 1798, 1 Stat. 549. It provided for the establish-
ment of two land offices, Registers and Receivers, a board of
land commissioners to handle private land claims, and how
the claims were to be recognized. Sec. 10 of this act estab-
lished the office of Surveyor of Lands South of Tennessee. The
public land surveys were to be made the same as in Ohio,
allowing a maximum of $4 per mile for surveying by deputy
surveyors, and private land claims were to be surveyed by
deputy surveyors paid by the claimants.

Isaac Briggs, was appointed “Surveyor of the Lands South
of Tennessee” about April 1, 1803. Gallatin wrote to Briggs
on April 8th, directing him to begin the surveys in Mississip-
pi and to purchase instruments. He was to run a meridian
line from a monument on the south boundary of the United
States and lay off townships to the east and west thereof in
ranges numbered east and west and townships numbered
north from the boundary. These townships could only extend
north to the then Indian boundary. Briggs established his
office at Washington, Mississippi Territory, in August 1803.

In 1799-1800, Andrew Ellicott had surveyed the Line of
Demarcation between the United States and Spanish Florida
along the 31st parallel; he began the line at the Mississippi
River and ran east. The first 21 miles were carefully sur-
veyed. Ellicott then ran a compass line and at various inter-
vals made latitude observations, measured a falling to the
true parallel, and then corrected the compass line back, mov-
ing his mile posts to the true line. The Ellicott line was the
south boundary of the United States referred to by Gallatin.

On July 25, 1803, Gallatin wrote instructions to Briggs
concerning the private land claims. The following is part of
that letter:

“Sir,

Although by my letter of the 8th April, ult. you were
generally instructed to divide the whole of the two
tracts to which the Indian title has been extinguished
into Ranges & Townships, yet, as that mode may pre-
sent some difficulties which might induce you to prefer
another, I have thought it necessary to repeat particu-
larly that a deviation from that plan would be attended
with great confusion in the several offices connected
with yours and particularly in this Department. But,
although the whole country shall without exception be
divided into regular Ranges & Townships, the lands for
which Certificates shall have been granted by the Com-
missioners must nevertheless be surveyed in conformi-
ty to such Certificates. It will only result that a person
will often have a part of his tract in one and the remain-
der in another Township & that the tract will be re-
turned by you as consisting of two or more Sections
lying contiguous but in different Townships. But as a
single patent will nevertheless issue for the whole tract,
neither inconvenience nor additional expense will be
experienced by the party. The outlines of all of the
Townships must, however, be surveyed at the expense
of the United States, though running amongst lands for
the expense of surveying which Individuals must pay,
and...”

The use of the term “Sections” to designate the private land
claims was unfortunate because all the private land claims in
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the lands south of Tennessee were labeled and called sections
thereafter. As a result, a township may contain over 100
sections; this caused a great deal of confusion, which will be
seen later.

On December 12, 1803, Briggs reported to Gallatin that he
had started a meridian line at Washington, Mississippi, and
had two deputies extend the line due south; they intersected
Ellicott’s line near the 19th-mile post. They then remeasured
a part of Ellicott’s line and found unacceptable errors in the
distance between mile posts. Briggs then had two meridian
lines surveyed due north, one from the 18th-mile post and
another from a point “6 miles and 12 perches” east of that
mile post. He proposed to use the line which ran over the
smoothest country as his “Basis Meridian.” Gallatin replied
that he was sorry to hear Ellicott’s measurements were so
poor and gave Briggs permission to use his best judgment,
but Briggs did little or nothing with the rectangular surveys
during the next two years.

Actof March 3, 1803, 2 Stat. 236

Sec. 5 of this act directs that all of the unappropriated lands
in the U.S. Military Tract were to be subdivided into sections
according to the Act of May 10, 1800. Putnam had his sur-
veyors subdivide those five-mile townships into 25 sections,
with number 1 in the northeast corner and number 25 in the
southwest corner in the manner used since 1796. Few of the
townships were whole, most had military warrant lots within
them, and in some, quarter townships had been taken up, the
result being many half sections were against the alienated
lands (see Fig. 14).

1803 — Jared Mansfield Takes Office as
Surveyor General

Jared Mansfield was born on May 23, 1759, at New Haven,
Connecticut. He was expelled from Yale in 1777 for miscon-
duct but was later readmitted and received a degree in 1787.
He taught school thereafter and was rector of an advanced
school in New Haven from 1796-1802. In 1802, he wrote his
Essays, Mathematical and Physical in the subjects of algebra,
geometry, calculus, and astronomy, which brought him im-
mediate notoriety. He was appointed acting Professor of
Mathematics at the Military Academy at West Point and
served in that position until his appointment to the office of
Surveyor General in July 1803; along with his new job he
received the rank of Lt. Colonel in the army. He visited New
Haven and then travelled to Ohio, arriving in Marietta
where he officially took the oath of office on November 3,
1803. In July, he had written to the Secretary of the Trea-
sury, Albert Gallatin, inquiring on how to acquire from Lon-
don, England, a list of instruments including an astronomi-
cal clock, astronomic zenith sector, astronomic quadrant,
transits, sextants, and other items. He repeated these re-
quests again in December and in later years and eventually
purchased a few of the instruments at his own expense. Jef-
ferson and Gallatin had in Mansfield a well-educated man
and an acknowledged mathematician. It was during Mans-
field’s tenure of office that the rectangular system of surveys
was developed into a system closely approaching that in use
today.

Actof March 26, 1804, 2 Stat. 277
This was the first major act affecting the public land sur-



veys after the surveys were extended to the Mississippi Terri-
tory and Briggs and Mansfield took office.

Sec.

Sec.

Sec.

Sec.

Sec.

Sec.

1.

Extends the Surveyor General’s authority to all
the lands north of the Ohio and east of the Missis-
sippi River, to which Indian title had been extin-
guished or “shall hereafter be extinguished.” At
that time, west of Ohio, only the Vincennes Tract
and a few thousand acres of French claims had
been cleared of Indian title by the Fort Wayne
Treaty of June 7, 1803, 7 Stat. 74. But the Federal
government made no pretense that all the lands
would not eventually be acquired from the Indians
and everybody knew it, except maybe the Indians
themselves. The Surveyor General was also made
responsible for surveying the Indian boundary
lines “as have not yet been surveyed.” Thomas
Freeman had already surveyed the boundaries of
the Vincennes Tract in 1803. The Surveyor Gener-
al was to determine with the approval of the Presi-
dent, using astronomical observation, the posi-
tions of such places as were necessary for the “Cor-
rectness of the Surveys.” This was clearly aimed at
Mansfield’s abilities in astronomy; unfortunately,
Mansfield didn’t have his astronomical instru-
ments, and Congress did not bother supplying
them.

Establishes three new land offices at Vincennes,
Detroit, and Kaskaskia and Registers and Receiv-
ers to man them. Those three communities were
the centers of the French settlements and there-
fore the location of most of the private land claims
north of the Ohio River.

Deals with the French claims, evidences, etc.

Makes the Registers and Receivers land commis-
sioners to handle the claims.

Makes the reservation of section 16 for schools,
three townships for a college, and salt springs. It
also provides for land sales and patenting proce-
dures.

Provides “that all the navigable rivers, creeks, and
waters, within the Indiana territory, shall be
deemed to be, and remain public highways.” The
addition of “creeks and waters” in this act is per-
plexing. It was not in the Acts of May 18, 1796 and
March 3, 1803. Does it mean that all creeks and
waters are declared navigable, or does it mean
that all navigable creeks and waters, including
lakes, are public highways? Probably the latter.
But who is to determine whether a creek is navi-
gable? The result was that all streams large
enough to be used as a means of travel through the
territory were meandered by the surveyors, creat-
ing many more fractional sections than had been
created in Ohio.
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Secs. 7 and 8. Deal with the lands and preemptions be-

Sec. 9.

Sec. 10.

Sec. 12.

Sec. 13.

tween the Miami Rivers sold by John Cleves
Symmes.

Provides for sale of fractional sections.

Provides that the public lands will be offered for
sale in half sections or in quarter sections. If sold
in half sections, the dividing line is to be run “due
north and south; and the half sections shall be
divided into quarter sections by lines running due
east and west.” The purchaser is to pay for the
subdivision of any section bought by quarter or
half section. The problem with these provisions
was the due north and south and due east and west
wording. If the section boundaries weren’t “due”
north and south or “due” east and west, subdivid-
ing in that manner would be an impossibility. And
no quarter corners had been established on any of
the north-south section lines. How are the quarter
corners on those lines to be established and who is
to pay for the cost of that work? About half the
six-mile-square townships in Ohio had been subdi-
vided by alternate section lines. If a man bought a
quarter section in one of those townships, how was
it to be surveyed?

This section placed the reserved sections up for
sale. These were the three or four sections in each
township reserved by Congress for future disposal.
All the other public lands both north of the Ohio
and south of Tennessee were directed to be sold in
quarter sections. Congress used the expressions
“north of the Ohio” and “south of Tennessee” be-
cause at that time there was an undetermined
amount of public land in Tennessee; by this word-
ing, the public lands in Tennessee were excluded
from these laws.

This section is complex and divides responsibility
for the surveys. The entire section follows with
certain points emphasized:

“Sec. 13. And be it further enacted, That whenever any
of the public lands shall have been surveyed in the man-
ner directed by law, they shall be divided by the Secret-
ary and the Treasury into convenient surveying dis-
tricts, and a deputy surveyor shall, with the approbation
of the said secretary, be appointed by the surveyor-
general for each district, who shall take an oath or
affirmation truly and faithfully to perform the duties of
his office; and whose duty it shall be to run and mark
such lines as may be necessary for subdividing the lands
surveyed as aforesaid, into sections, half sections or
quarter sections, as the case may be; to ascertain the true
contents of such subdivisions,; and to record in a book to
be kept for that purpose, the surveys thus made.. The
surveyor-general shall furnish each deputy surveyor
with a copy of the plat of townships and fractional parts
of townships contained in his district, describing the
subdivisions thereof, and the marks of the corners. Each



deputy surveyor shall be entitled to receive from the
purchaser of any tract of land, of which a line or lines
shall have been run and marked, by him at the rate of
three dollars for every mile thus surveyed and marked,
before he shall deliver to him a copy of the plat of such
tract stating its contents. The fees payable by virtue of
former laws for surveying expenses shall, after the first
day of July next, be no longer demandable from, and
paid by the purchasers. And no final certificate shall
thereafter be given by the register of any land-office to
the purchaser of any tract of land, all the lines of which
shall not have been run, and the contents ascertained by
the surveyor-general or his assistants, unless such pur-
chaser shall lodge with the said register a plat of such
tract, certified by the district surveyor.”

An analysis of the section is necessary. After the surveys
have been made according to law, the lands surveyed will be
divided into surveying districts and a district surveyor will
be appointed, who is to subdivide the lands in his district into
sections, half sections, and quarter sections. Nearly half the
six-mile townships in Ohio had only the alternate section
lines surveyed, but plats had been made showing the remain-
ing section lines protracted and each section containing 640
acres. The act now says the district surveyor will subdivide
and determine the true contents of the subdivision. Whose
plat is to be believed, that by the Surveyor General or that by
the district surveyor? In no two cases would they ever agree.
The district surveyor will receive a fee of $3 per mile, fixed
rate, from the purchaser, before he gives the purchaser a plat.
Magnanimously, Congress then says the purchaser doesn’t
have to pay the old surveying fee of $6 per section or $3 per
halfsection. Then the act says that the Register is not to issue
a final certificate to any purchaser until all his boundary
lines have been surveyed and the contents ascertained by the
Surveyor General (who has already said a section contained
640 acres) or by the district surveyor.

Sec. 14  through 17. Pertains to salaries, fees, patents, etc.,
not affecting the surveys.
Sec. 18.  Appropriates $20,000 to carry the act into effect.

Mansfield met the challenge head-on; he divided the lands
in each land office district into surveying districts of 25 to 36
townships and appointed a district surveyor for each. He
instructed them to subdivide the “four section” blocks into
sections by running true lines from the south section corner
to the north section corner and likewise from east to west.
Where the true lines intersected, the unset section corner
was to be established. This was the same method used to
subdivide the five-mile townships in the Military Tract into
quarter townships. All quarter-section corners were to be
established at midpoint between section corners, and sec-
tions were to be subdivided in the same way. Fig. 20 is an
illustration of Mansfield’s instructions. All lines were to be
run on a random, then were to return establishing the true
line and necessary corners. If a section was to be subdivided
into quarters, the necessary old lines would be retraced and
quarter-section corners established at midpoint.

The purchasers complained bitterly. For example, refer-
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ring to Fig. 20: if a man bought the northwest quarter of
Section 34, he could not get a final certificate until he paid the
district surveyor for running six miles of line or even eight
miles if the surveyor charged him for the two miles of retrace-
ments. The government had already paid once for having
those miles run, so why should the purchaser pay again? And
what if another purchaser had applied for the east half of
Section 347 Would he have to pay for five, maybe six, miles of
surveying which had already been paid for by the purchaser
of the northwest quarter? The available records don’t reveal
the answers to those questions and complaints about sur-
veying fees, except to state that the district surveyor could
not charge twice for the same lines.

On July 26, 1804, Gallatin wrote instructions to Mansfield
about the rates to be charged. The rates varied from $1.50 up
to $18.00 for the first interior quarter-section corner withina
four-section block.

Mansfield did insist, however, that the contents of a section
or quarter section had to be based on the surveys and plats
made by the Surveyor General, regardless of what area the
district surveyor might find in the field. He insisted that if his
plats returned 640 acres in a section, then a quarter-section
contained 160 acres regardless of what errors were found in
the original surveys. Mansfield thought it impractical, if not
impossible, to resurvey and recalculate the areas of the sec-
tions in all the old surveys, though he did leave some latitude
for such procedure in exceptional and specific cases. Mans-
field was so firm in this stand that his views soon became law.

On August 20, 1804, Mansfield sent to Gallatin a copy of
his Plan of Instructions for the District Surveyors, which were
for subdividing, etc. On September 11, he informed Gallatin
of his impending trip to Vincennes where he would personal-
ly supervise the beginning of the rectangular surveys in that
tract. On September 29, he wrote to Gallatin and mentioned
his Plan of Instructions for the Deputy Surveyors.

In 1972, Thomas A. Tillman, editor of the 1973 Manual of
Surveying Instructions, identified a copy of Mansfield’s
General Instructions to Deputy Surveyors among archival
records on file in the Michigan Historical Commission Arc-
hives. Mansfield had hired his nephew, John Mansfield, as
one of his clerks. The undated and unsigned copy of General
Instructions are in John Mansfield’s distinctive and beautiful
handwriting. Perhaps Mansfield had his nephew prepare
several copies of those instructions, with the dates and signa-
ture to be filled in when they were actually given to a deputy,
probably when a contract was signed. SoJared Mansfield was
responsible for the first known written instructions to the
deputy surveyors, which eventually evolved into the Manual
of Surveying Instructions.

Mansfield personally attended to and directed the estab-
lishment of the Second Principal Meridian and Base Line in
Indiana. He had his own sextant, with which he determined
the latitude and longitude of the mouth of the Great Miami,
the west boundary of Ohio. At Vincennes he made astronomic
observations of the corners of the Vincennes Tract and found
that Freeman had run the north boundary on a magnetic
bearing of N. 78° W. instead of true bearing and that the
average magnetic declination was 6° 45’ E. Therefore the
boundaries, as described in the Fort Wayne Treaty, were that
much in error.
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The following is extracted from a letter written by Mans-
field to Gallatin on October 26, 1804, while he was working
on the Vincennes surveys:

“This estimate (of survey cost) is made from a plan
which I had drawn for the survey of the Tract, according
to Mr. Freeman’s map. The courses of his lines, were put
down with a variation of 12° from the true meridian. On
examination, they were found to deviate 12° from the
magnetical meridian, instead of the true. This mistaken
amount of the Variation of the Compass, which by accu-
rate observations is found to be 6°45' East, has deranged
my first plan, and obliged me to form a new one, where-
by the number of Ranges and Townships are altered, the
Quantity of Territory being the same; but varied in the
designation of its parts.

The whole expense is estimated at the maximum
price of $3 per mile; but as I pay only $2V% to the Deputy
Surveyors, if no additional expenses arise, for the cor-
rectness of the work, there would be saved to the United
States $2654, and that in a country where surveying is
the most difficult, and expensive to the Deputies. As
some compensation for their reduced wages, I have en-
gaged to pay them, if they should have occasion for
money, as fast as their work may be correctly executed.
At present I have no credit with the Receivers, but for
the balance of that of last year, at Chillicothe, amount-
ing perhaps to $1200.

I send you enclosed a copy of my last plan for sur-
veying this territory. You will perceive, that I have not
considered this as an isolated tract; but have had regard
to its connection with the old surveys (in Ohio) and the
surrounding country, according to one general and uni-
form system. For this purpose I have ascertained a me-
ridian, which I conceive to be at a proper distance from
the one, which forms the Western boundary of the State
of Ohio, and which lies near the Eastern extremity of
the Tract, as a Directive, from which the Ranges on each
side of it may be counted. This in the General Map, may
be called the 2nd Meridian. One meridian, viz. that
which is the Western Boundary of the State of Ohio,
would have been sufficient if the surveys could have
been made in regular progression from it Westward; but
it would be impossible, in this discontinued Tract, with-
out more data than I am in possession of, to determine
its exact position in relation to the surveyed country, so
as to estimate the intermediate ranges which may
actually arise. Hence the necessity of a new series of
ranges and townships.

When the lines drawn according to this plan, are
extended, the fractional townships and sections will
vanish; but there will be no inconvenience; as I con-
ceive, in selling them as fractional, if the boundaries
run by Mr. Freeman be distinctly marked.

The territory between this and the Ohio, in the opin-
ion of everyone a most excellent, and valuable tract,
may be surveyed by mearly extending the lines of our
present survey to the River.

The townships would not then, as heretofore, be num-
bered from the Ohio, but from the Baseline, which T have
caused to be run for the purpose of surveying here. This
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I account an advantage, as it would present an uni-
formity of numbers in the adjacent townships of differ-
ent ranges, and the mind would at once derive from the

general plan, a correct idea of their position, as well as
of the meanders of the River.”

Fig. 21 is an outline sketch of the Vincennes Tract, the
Second Principal Meridian and Baseline. The first rectangu-
lar surveys in the tract were made by Ebenezer Buckingham.
The beginning point of Mansfield’s new numbering system
was located outside the Vincennes Tract and was not physi-
cally established until those lands were acquired from the
Indians. The townships were numbered north and south from
the baseline, east to the Greenville Treaty line and Ohio
boundary (which was designated the First Principal Merid-
ian), and west through Range 14.

Mansfield’s plan of closing the fractional townships
against the tract boundary was followed, but the lines were
continued and extended outside the tract when the Indian
lands were acquired. That plan was not always adhered to,
however, and some jogs occurred at Old Indian treaty bound-
aries.

While at Vincennes, Mansfield also found large areas of
open prairie country. He proposed that these areas either not
be surveyed for the fime being, as settlers wouldn't buy
without trees to build cabins, or that the corners be
monumented with stones or posts and mounds of earth. This
method of monumentation was later made the usual practice.

Mansfield also instituted the practice of surveying the
private land claims, but extending the section and township
lines on through them, instead of stopping the rectangular
system lines at the claim boundaries. This method gave con-
tinuity to the surveys and made the calculation of fractional
areas easier and more accurate.

Gallatin approved of Mansfield’s new baseline and merid-
ian numbering system. In November 1804, he ordered Mans-
field to run a Third Principal Meridian due north from the
mouth of the Ohio River for the base of surveys in the new
acquisition from the Sac and Fox Indians (November 3,
1804), the lands ceded by the Kaskaskia tribe on August 13,
1803, and the French claims at Kaskaskia, on the Mississippi
River below St. Louis. The Third Principal Meridian surveys
were begun in 1805. Mansfield intended to extend the base-
line of the Second Principal Meridian west to the Mississippi
River but, due to unceded Indian lands, that work could not
be done directly. While the baselines of the Second and Third
Principal Meridians are almost on the same latitude, the
surveys had to be run in a roundabout and piecemeal manner
and relative positions calcuated, which were partly based on
the Indian boundary surveys and partly on astronomic
observations.

Mansfield returned to Marietta in December 1804, having
spent nearly two full months at Vincennes personally attend-
ing to the establishment of the rectangular surveys in that
area.

Act of March 26, 1804, 2 Stat. 283

This act divided the Louisiana Purchase into the Territory
of Orleans and District of Louisiana. The land south of the
Mississippi Territory and south of the 33rd parallel, west of
the Mississippi River were named Orleans Territory. The
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remainder of the vast purchase was called the District of
Louisiana. Sec. 14 of the act provides in part:

“And that if any citizen of the United States, or other
person, shall make settlement on any lands belonging
to the United States, within the limits of Louisiana, or
shall survey, or attempt to survey, such lands, or to
designate boundaries by marking trees, or otherwise
such offender, shall,. . . forfeit a sum not exceeding one
thousand dollars, and suffer imprisonment not exceed-
ing twelve months. ..”

These stiff penalties were supposed to halt squatters’ activ-
ities and to prevent the marking out of false private land
claims. In fact, they did neither and false land claims would
be a big problem for the land commissioners and deputy
surveyors for years to come.

Act of March 27, 1804, 2 Stat. 303

This act added the Georgia cession lands to the Territory of
Mississippi and extended the public land surveys to the addi-
tional territory.

Fig. 22 indicates the boundaries of the Mississippi and
Orleans Territories as they were claimed by the United
States after passage of this act.

ActofJanuary 11,1805, 2 Stat. 309

This act divided the Indiana Territory and created the
Territory of Michigan; the south boundary of the Michigan
Territory is described as a line drawn east from the extreme
southern end of Lake Michigan until the said line intersected
Lake Erie. The State of Ohio would later protest that line and
create a boundary dispute wherein Michigan and Ohio near-
ly went to war. The so-called “Toledo Strip” eventually went
to Ohio and part of the Michigan Meridian surveys are there-
fore in Ohio.

Actof February 11, 1805, 2 Stat. 313

The provisions of this act of Congress, now codified in Title
43 of the United States Code, are still the statute law of the
land and brought the public land surveys to the basic system
still in use, even though some of the provisions are ohsolete.
The entire act as taken from Volume II, Statutes at Large,
follows:

STATUTEIL.
Feb. 11,1805

Chap. XIV—An Act coneerning the mode of
surveying the Public Lands of the
United States. (a)

ActofMay 18,1796

Ch. 29. Mode of

surveying public lands

north of the Ohio.

Beitenacted by the Senate and House of
Representatives of the United States of America
in Congress assembled, That the surveyor-
general shall cause all those lands north of the
river Ohio, which by virtue of the act, intitled “An
act providing for the sale of lands of the United
States, in the territory northwest of the river
Ohio, and above the mouth of the Kentucky
river,” were subdivided, by running through the
townships, parallel lines each way, at the end of
every two miles, and by marking a corner on each
of the said lines, at the end of every mile; to be
subdivided into sections, by running straight
lines from the mile corners thus marked, to the
opposite corresponding corners, and by marking
on each ofthe said lines, intermediate corners as
nearly as possible equidistant from the corners of
the sections on the same. And the said

Corners to be marked.

surveyor-general shall also cause the boundaries
of all the half sections, which had been purchased
previous to the first day of July last, and on which
the surveying fees had been paid, according to
law, by the purchaser, to be surveyed and marked,
by running straight lines from the haif-mile
corners, heretofore marked, to the opposite
corresponding corners; and intermediate corners
shall, at the same time, be marked on each ofthe
said dividing lines, as nearly as possible
equidistant from the corners of the halfsection on
the same line: Provided, that the whole expense of
surveying and marking the lines, shall not exceed
three dollars for every mile which has not yet been
surveyed, and which shall be actually run,
surveyed, and marked by virtue of this section.
And the expense of making the subdivisions,
directed by this section, shall be defrayed out of
the monies appropriated, or which may be
hereafter appropriated, for completing the
surveys of the public lands of the United States.

Sec. 2. And be it further enacted, That the
boundaries and contents of the several sections
half'sections, and quarter sections of the public
lands of the United States, shall be ascertained in
conformity with the following principles, any act
or acts to the contrary notwithstanding:

1st. All the corners marked in the surveys,
returned by the surveyor-general, or by the
surveyor of the land south of the state of
Tennessee, respectively, shall be established as
the proper corners of sections, or subdivision of
sections, which they were intended to designate;
and the corners ofhalf and quarter sections, not
marked on the said surveys, shall be placed as
nearly as possible equidistant from those two
corners which stand on the same line.

2d. The boundary lines, actually run and
marked in the surveys returned by the
surveyor-general, or by the surveyor of the land
south of the state of Tennessee, respectively, shall
be established as the proper boundary lines of the
sections, or subdivisions, for which they were
intended, and the length of such lines, as returned
by either of the surveyors aforesaid, shall be held
and considered as the true length thereof. And the
boundary lines, which shall not have been
actually run, and marked aforesaid, shall be
ascertained, by running straight lines from the
established corners to the opposite corresponding
corners; but in those portions of the fractional
townships, where no such opposite corresponding
corners have been or can be fixed, the said
boundary lines shall be ascertained, by running
from the established corners, due north and south,
or east and west lines, as the case may be, to the
water-course, Indian boundary line, or other
external boundary of such fractional township.

3d. Each section, or subdivision of section, the
contents whereof shall have been, or by virtue of
the first section of this act, shall be returned by
the surveyor-general, or by the surveyor of the
publiclands south of the state of Tennessee,
respectively, shall be held and considered as
containing the exact quantity, expressed in such
return or returns: and the half sections and
quarter sections, the contents whereof shall not
havebeen thus returned, shall be held and
considered as containing the one half, or the one
fourth part respectively, of the returned contents
of the section of which they make part.

Sec. 3. And be it further enacted, That so much
of this act entituled “An act making provision for

Half sections
purchased before July
1,1804, to be surveyed
and marked.

Whole expense of
survey not to exceed
three dollars per mile.
How the expense of
making the surveysis
tobe paid.

Principles upon which
the boundaries and
contents of the public
landsaretobe
ascertained.

Boundary linesrun
and marked by the
surveyor south of the
Tennessee River to be
the proper boundaries
of sections.

Boundary lines not
actually runtobe
ascertained.

Surveystobe returned.

Part of a former act
repealed.



Act of March 26,1804,
Ch. 35.

the disposal of lands in the Indiana territory, and
for other purposes,” as provides the mode of
ascertaining the true contents of sections or
subdivisions of sections, and prevents the issue of
final certificates, unless the said contents shall
have been ascertained, and a plot certified by the
district surveyor, lodged with the register, be, and
the same is hereby repealed.

APPROVED, February 11, 1805

Sec. 1.  Enacts into law the method of subdividing the
two-mile blocks and subdivision of sections which
Jared Mansfield had issued to his district sur-
veyors. The question of who is to pay for these
surveys is answered — the government will.
Sec. 2. (1) The first clause fixes the corners established
by the Surveyor General in position regardless
of any errors and requires that any corners of
the half or quarter section not established in
the original survey must be established at
midpoint and on line.

The second clause fixes the lines actually run
and marked as the true boundary lines, even if
they were crooked, of the section or section
subdivision. It establishes the length of the
lines returned by the Surveyor General as
being the true length. This provision is the
basis of single and double proportion as the
proper method of restoring lost corners and
also fixes the method of subdividing sections,
either whole or fractional.

The third clause establishes the quantity or
area of land returned as the true quantity and
that a half section or quarter section of a full
640-acre section contains 320 or 160 acres. It
provides for different areas in fractional sec-
tions or in the sections along the north and
west boundaries of a township. But they will
contain the quantity as returned by the Sur-
veyor General. Mansfield had advocated these
principles throughout 1804 and they are now
law.

2)

3)

Sec. 3.  Repeals the provision that district surveyors could
ascertain the area of land in a section or section
subdivision and the necessity of such a survey
before a final certificate could be issued, which
returned full authority and responsibility to the
Surveyor General. The ill-thought-out provision
in the Act of March 26, 1804, Sec. 13, lasted less
than a year; Mansfield had never honored it any-

way.

The most important parts of this act are:

(1) All section lines will be surveyed and all quarter corners
on those lines established.

(2) The corners set by the Surveyor General are unchange-
able.

(3) Thelines marked by the Surveyor General are unchange-
able.

(4) The lengths of the section lines are unchangeable.
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(5) The quantity or area of a section or fractional section is
unchangeable. Of course, the Surveyor General, i.e., the
government, could correct or change a survey up until
such time as private rights were acquired based on the
survey; however, that fact was established by case law in
the courts.

Act of March 2, 1805, 2 Stat. 324

Sections 7 and 8 of this act extend the authority of the
surveyor of the lands south of Tennessee to cover all the
Mississippi and Orleans Territories, and the system of rec-
tangular surveys is extended to cover all the lands in those
territories. On March 3, 1805, 2 Stat. 331, the District of
Louisiana was changed to the Territory of Louisiana.

Actof March 3, 1805, 2 Stat. 343

This act extends the public land surveys to the lands in the
Indiana Territory in Illinois and Indiana ceded by the Kas-
kaskias and the Sac and Fox Indians in 1803 and 1804, and to
the lands south and east of the Vincennes Tract ceded in
November 1804. Indian cessions would be very frequent dur-
ing the ensuing years, and laws were passed extending the
land surveys to them. The rectangular surveys would proceed
in an orderly fashion only so far as Indian cessions would
allow. Many of the Indian boundary lines in these early
cessions were surveyed by surveyors under contract with the
Surveyors General.

1805— A Busy Year

During 1805, the rectangular surveys were extended in
Ohio and Indiana. As already noted, the Third Principal
Meridian was run north from the mouth of the Ohio River
and the Second Principal Meridian surveys extended into
Illinois to determine the Third Principal Meridian Baseline.

In letters to Gallatin from Isaac Briggs dated February 10,
1804, and December 31, 1804, Briggs complained of the low
maximum price for surveys ($4 per mile) and that his dep-
uties had been ruined trying to survey at that price.
Apparently these deputies were Charles DeFrance and
George Davis who helped him run the two trial meridian
lines of the Washington Meridian in 1803. Between 1803 and
1805, Briggs had done nothing more with the rectangular
surveys in the lands south of Tennessee; however, some pri-
vate land claims may have been surveyed.

On February 20, 1805, Gallatin wrote to Briggs urging him
to get the rectangular surveys underway. On March 13, 1805,
Gallatin again wrote to Briggs, referring to the Act of Febru-
ary 5, 1805. That letter follows:

Sir,

“I have the honour to enclose an Act concerning the
mode of surveying the public lands of the United States,
which although principally intended to palliate the
errors made in the surveys north of the Ohio, contains
certain general principles, in relation to the mode of
establishing corners and running interior lines, which
apply to all of the public lands.

Permit me earnestly to repeat my request that you
would take immediate measures for running the
township lines & for executing generally all of the sur-
veys within the tracts lying in the Mississippi Territory
to which the Indian Title has been extinguished. The
Legislature has fixed the price at four dollars per mile;



that price will not be enhanced; and although very great
correctness cannot be attained for that price in that part
of the Country; it is our duty to carry the law into effect,
and all that can be expected is that the surveys will be
as correct as can be done at that rate. You will also
perceive from the enclosed act that the principal object
which Congress has in view is that the corners and
boundaries of the sections & subdivision of sections
should be definitively fixed; and that ascertainment of
the precise contents of each is not considered as equally
important. Indeed it is not so material either for the
United States or for the individuals, that purchasers
should actually hold a few acres more or less than their
surveys may call for, as it is that they should know with
precision, and so as to avoid any litigation, what are the
certain boundaries of their tract. It is true that you will
not be able to complete your work in that scientifick
manner which was desireable, & that it will not be
possessed of that merit, in a geographical point of view,
which your abilities enable you to give it. But those are
only secondary though very desireable objects: and it is
of primary importance that the land should be surveyed
and divided, as well as it can be done, so as at least to
connect the whole work, to ascertain the claims
affirmed by the Commissioners, and enable Govern-
ment to dispose of the vacant lands. I hope, therefore,
considering the time which during your absence has
been already lost, that you will not fail to take the
necessary measures for carrying, without any further
delay, the law into effect.”

As can be seen, Gallatin was telling Briggs to “get on with
thejob and don’t worry about the accuracy.” Judging from the
resulting quality of the work, that is what Briggs had his
deputies do.

On March 16, 1805, Isaac Lriggs reported that he had
engaged Gideon Fitz and John Dinsmore to make surveys in
Washington County, now in Alabama; these would have been
the first surveys from the St. Stephens Meridian. It isn't
known for certain who selected the initial point, but it is a
stone monument set by Andrew Ellicott on the west side of
the Mobile River on the Line of Demarcation approximately
206 miles east of the Mississippi River. The St. Stephens
Meridian was run north from that point. Ellicott’s Line of

Demarcation is the baseline. The field notes and plats of

these surveys were destroyed when the Surveyor General’s
office at Florence, Alabama, burned in 1827; the existing
records are copies, and it is uncertain whether Fitz or Dins-
more started the St. Stephens Meridian surveys, but they
were started in 1805, and Fitz surveyed T. 1 N., R. 1 W, St.
Stephens Meridian.

On April 3, 1805, Mansfield wrote to Gallatin and dis-
cussed the Act of February 11, 1805. His primary concern was
the subdivision of fractional sections — the second clause of
Sec. 2 of the act said that fractional sections were to be
subdivided by running due north and south or east and west
from the quarter-section corners to an intersection with the
boundary, which made the section fractional. He advocated
that this procedure wasn’t proper unless the section bound-
aries were on a true cardinal bearing and that the subdi-
visional lines would have to be run parallel to the established
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section boundaries or mean courses would have to be adopted.
This method of subdivision was adopted by Mansfield as
following the intent of the law and is the present-day prac-
tice.

On May 10, 1805, Mansfield reported that he had moved
his office and records to Cincinnati, asked whether the Indian
boundaries had been surveyed yet, and stated that he needed
the astronomic instruments he had ordered two years before.
On May 24, he wrote to Gallatin advocating that a new
baseline be run west from near the mouth of the Wabash
River (this plan wasn’t accepted), and that surveys should be
made by only one surveyor in a given district because mixing
up the surveyors resulted in poor relationships or closures of
the section lines. This last suggestion was made a standard
practice for many years.

On June 12, 1805, Gallatin authorized Briggs to make
necessary private land claim surveys prior to the Commis-
sioners granting a certificate to the claimant. Briggs was to
tie the claims together and tie in the township lines at the
same time if possible. This was putting the cart before the
horse, in a sense, because if the claim wasn’t confirmed, who
would pay for the survey?

On July 2, 1805, Gallatin instructed Briggs on the survey
of private land claims in the Orleans Territory, which is now
mainly the State of Louisiana, and instructed him to estab-
lish a baseline and meridian along the 31st parallel, west
from the Mississippi River to the longitude of Natchitoches,
and south of the Red River to the “seashore,” the Gulf of
Mexico. This was the Louisiana Meridian survey’s baseline
and meridian. The initial point was to be “some distance west
of the Mississippi River.” Briggs took no immediate action in
that matter.

OndJuly4, 1805, 7 Stat. 87, the Treaty of Fort Industry was
concluded with the Indians, ceding all the lands in the entire
Connecticut Reserve and south of the reserve to the Green-
ville Treaty line. The Connecticut Company then extended
the survey of the 41st parallel westward.

In 1805, Mansfield had the Twelve-Mile Square Reserve of
the Greenville Treaty on the Miami of the Lake (Maumee
River) surveyed by Deputy Surveyor Elias Glover. This re-
serve was surveyed into four regular townships, independent
of any other survey system, which were numbered clockwise
with number one in the southwest corner of the tract. The
private land claims within these townships were not sur-
veyed until 1816.

In September 1805, Mansfield wrote to Gallatin stating
that purchasers complained loudly if, upon survey, a quarter
section was less than 160 acres but said nothing if it con-
tained more. He suggested that the patents be issued with a
statement that the quarter section contained 160 acres, more
or less, without warrant as to the exact acreage, which was
not adopted directly. On credit patents, acreage was not
given at all. On cash entry patents, the statement “contain-
ing ___ acres as shown on the official plat of survey” was
added to the description.

As previously noted, Isaac Briggs surveyed the Washing-
ton Meridian in 1803, however, the record isn’t clear as to
who actually surveyed the Meridian line (the field notes
indicate Charles DeFrance), but the initial point was near the
24-mile post on Ellicott’s Line of Demarcation. In late 1805,
Briggs contracted with Deputy Surveyors George Davis and
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Gideon Fitz for the first township surveys of the Washington
Meridian.

Fitz surveyed west and north from the initial point, while
Davis did the work to the east and north. The field notes of T.
1N, R. 5 E., Washington Meridian, executed by Davis, were
approved December 23, 1805, by Isaac Briggs. The field notes
of T. 1 N., R. 1 E., also by Davis, were approved January 20,
1806, by Seth Pease. The conclusion is that Pease, who had
surveyed in the Connecticut Reserve, had replaced Briggs as
Surveyor of the Lands South of Tennessee.

The surveyors in the south were hampered in the initiation
and extension of the rectangular system because of the many
private land claims. They had difficulties in getting descrip-
tions of those claims from the Board of Land Commissioners,
comprised of the Register of the Land Office and two other
appointees.

Actof February 28, 1806, 2 Stat. 352

This act extends the authority of the Surveyor General to
include the entire Territory of Louisiana and states that he is
to appoint a principal deputy surveyor who is to be responsi-
ble for the surveys and supervision of the appointed deputy
surveyors in that territory. The principal deputy was to be
paid on a fee basis of 25 cents per mile for examinations,
while the deputy surveyors were to be paid not more than $3
per mile for the fieldwork. The commissioners of private land
claims were to tell the principal deputy what private claims
were to be surveyed.

Mansfield recommended and finally appointed Silas Bent
to be Principal Deputy in the Louisiana Territory, now com-
prised of Missouri and Arkansas, and other States. Bent
established his office in St. Louis; in the ensuing years he had
great difficulty with the land commissioners and the private
land claim surveys.

Under the wording of this act, Mansfield appointed both
the principal deputy surveyor and the deputy surveyors,
paying them at a stated rate-per-mile surveyed. For private
land claims, the deputies received $3 per mile, paid by the
claimant, which was a modification of the more rigid contract
system used by his predecessor, Rufus Putnam. The District
Surveyors were appointed by Mansfield; however, they re-
ceived their entire payment from the settler who hired their
services but could not charge more than $3 per mile.

Actsof April 21, 1806, 2 Stat. 391-396

(1) The first of these acts provides for the appointment of two
principal deputy surveyors in the Orleans Territory, one
for each of the two land office districts in that territory.
These principal deputies were to receive a salary of $500
per year, plus fees of 25 cents per mile for recording and
examining private land claim surveys.

(2) The second act provides for private land claim surveys in
the Vincennes and Kaskaskia districts.

(3) The third act provides for regular clerk hire by the Sur-
veyor General.

The Orleans Territory was divided into two land districts:

(1) The portion lying east of the Atchafalaya River and
Grand Lake, including the island of New Orleans, was
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called the Eastern District, with a land office at New
Orleans.

(2) The remainder of the territory was called the Western
District, with the land office at Opelousas. Briggs
appointed Gideon Fitz Principal Deputy of the Western
District.

The Years 1806-1807

In 1806, Mansfield began the surveys of lands between the
Connecticut Reserve and U.S. Military Tract. He investi-
gated the south boundary of the Connecticut Reserve as sur-
veyed and found it slightly erroneous in both alinement and
measurement. Rather than disrupt land titles and surveys
within the reserve with a resurvey, he accepted that bound-
ary line and used it as a northerly baseline for the surveys
south of it. The township lines were surveyed from north to
south, with the fractional townships against the north
boundary of the Military Tract. The Townships were num-
bered north from the Ohio River and ranges west from the
Pennsylvania boundary. Mansfield reported these surveys
completed in August 1807.

Silas Bent, the Principal Deputy at St. Louis, was having
problems with the private land claims, especially the spu-
rious type. The Act of March 26, 1804, 2 Stat. 283, was aimed
at discouraging the practice of marking out false claims by
providing for stiff penalties. Most of the claims were based on
French or Spanish titles and grants made before 1803.

Since the claimant only had to prove his claim and pay for
surveying and a few other small fees, a private claim was
almost free land. Unscrupulous individuals were making
tommyhawk claims by blazing lines on trees and claiming
the land within the blazes. Bent wrote to Mansfield that he
was proving or disproving the date of the blazes by the annual
ring count on the overgrowth, which he believed was the most
infallible method of dating a claim to prove its authenticity.
This method of dating a line blaze wasn’t new; Alexander
Holmes had used it in 1799 when retracing the north bound-
ary of the Seven Ranges in Ranges 1 and 2 to identify bearing
trees blazed in 1785 and 1786. Mansfield reported these facts
to Gallatin on October 22, 1806, and annual ring count has
been used since to determine the age of a blaze on a tree.

On May 22, 1807, Mansfield wrote a lengthy report to
Gallatin pertaining to the surveys in the Vincennes District
and report that the surveys there had been performed by
different surveyors in rough country; as the lines progressed
the sections “had begun to be twisted from true squares to the
figure of a “rombus” (rhombus, meaning a parallelogram,
from Latin). To correct these errors, he had his best surveyor
run another east-west baseline between townships 4 and 5
south from which the range lines were to be run south to the
Ohio River. He went on to explain that due to sickness,
lateness of season and other factors, this procedure was not
entirely successful.

This second east and west line 24 miles south of the base-
line was the first known use of a correction line, or what is
now known as a “Standard Parallel.” Mansfield’s stated in-
tent for using the procedure was to correct for both the accu-
mulating distortion in the surveys and for the widening of the
ranges due to convergency of meridians.

The report goes on to state that for the most part, the
township corners had been made to coincide (they were com-



mon), the lines were all run with proper allowance for magne-
tic variation, and that a new baseline (standard parallel)
should be run every 30 or 40 miles to correct for convergency
of meridians. The report goes on to state in part:

“As many entire sections and entire quarter sections
have been laid off in each township, as could be made
limiting the whole to 36 sections, and the division of the
entire sections into quarters is made by placing the
Quarter Section corners equidistant from the corners of
the sections, so that the actual subdivision may be
effected even by the purchasers of Quarters without any
danger of interference.

The contents of the subdivisions could not be conve-
niently place on the map; but as the sections are gener-
ally of the legal quantity, or of 640 acres, I have thought
it best to make out a list of those only which varied from
this quantity, especially as the Quarters of the latter
are generally unequal divisions of the whole section,
and ought particularly to be noted; whereas those of the
former are uniformly equal parts of an entire section, or
160 acres each.”

From this wording it would appear that Mansfield was
placing the excess or deficiency in the last half mile, going
into the west and north boundaries of the township, and was
trying to devise a simple method of platting, still showing the
quantity in the fractional quarter sections, i.e., by making a
list. This method was adopted and the plats of that period
contained a list of the fractional parts of sections and their
areas. The list method continued until 1832.

On May 8, 1806, Gallatin again wrote to Isaac Briggs,
instructing him to start the rectangular surveys in the west-
ern part of the Orleans Territory. The following extract is
from that letter:

“You will use every possible endeavor to have as much
of the public lands in the western district of the Terri-
tory of Orleans surveyed during this year as is practica-
ble. It is the wish of the legislature that the public lands
in that quarter should be offered for sale; and, I will add,
that that object is intimately connected with the wel-
fare, and even the safety of that newly acquired terri-
tory; for it is the only portion where any great increase
of American population can take place, and I need not
comment on the importance of this object. It may, in-
deed, in this instance be found necessary to sacrifice the
scientific correctness which would otherwise be desir-
able to the dispatch which is indispensably necessary.”

The letter again instructed Briggs to use the 31st parallel
of latitude as the baseline west of the Mississippi River and a
meridian line far enough west of the Mississippi that it would
not be interfered with by the river. The baseline was to
extend only as far west as the meridian of Natchitoches to
prevent any interference with the Spanish claims of territory
further west. :

Gideon Fitz was the Principal Deputy of the Western Dis-
trict of Orleans so he may have entered into the contracts. At
any rate, contracts were given to Deputy Surveyor John Cook
for the baseline and Thomas Owings for the meridian, south
from the baseline to the Gulf of Mexico. Cook began at Elli-
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cott’s line on the east bank of the Mississippi River, shot the
line across, and began the survey of the Louisiana Baseline in
late 1806. The first post was designated “48 mile,” the next
“47 mile” and so forth. The zero-mile post was 48 miles west of
the river, which was reached in 1807. Cook ran the baseline
west for 84 miles. Owings then began the meridian survey at
the initial point and ran south. John Dinsmore, another
deputy, began at the initial point and ran the meridian north
for 86 miles.

During 1807, some 18 other deputies were at work and
surveyed approximately 100 townships from the Cook, Ow-
ings, and Dinsmore lines. They immediately discovered gross
errors in the Cook baseline and Owings meridian line. In
1808, extensive resurveys were done. The baseline was resur-
veyed east from the initial point. The length from the river
was found to be only 47 miles and ended up approximately
1,200 yards north of where Cook had crossed the Mississippi
River. Owings’ work on the meridian line was just as bad;
apparently Cook and Owings had taken literally the remark
in Gallatin’s letters that it might be “necessary to sacrifice
the scientific correctness” in favor of speed.

It was many years and many thousands of dollars later
before the mess created by Cook and Owings was straight-
ened out, if it ever really was. In the 1873 Commissioner’s
Report, the problems created still had not been cleared up,
and it is from that report where most of this information was
obtained.

On March 30, 1807, Gallatin instructed Seth Pease, the
new Surveyor of the Lands South of Tennessee, to begin the
rectangular surveys in the Chickasaw Cession, in what is
now Alabama. The baseline was to be the 35th parallel, the
south boundary of the State of Tennessee. The initial point on
the state boundary was at the vertex of a triangular-shaped
tract in the cession. The records indicate that this initial
point was established by Deputy Surveyor Thomas Freeman
in late 1807. Freeman ran the Huntsville Meridian south.
The baseline is the south boundary of Tennessee. All
townships of the Huntsville Meridian system are numbered
south, and east or west of the meridian.

The Act of March 3, 1807, 2 Stat. 445, again attempted to
deal with the spurious marking of private land claims in the
Orleans and Louisiana Territories. It also strictly prohibited
squatting on the public lands and provided for the U.S. Mar-
shal and even military force if necessary to remove squatters.
Congress passed several antisquatter laws, none of which
proved to be entirely effective. Squatting continued and Con-
gress later in effect allowed it by passing selective preemp-
tion acts for the existing squatters, saying each time that the
practice was thereafter prohibited, and then in a year or two,
passing another limited preemption act.

The Years 1808-1812

During this period, no major advancements were made in
the development of the rectangular system of land surveys.
The Surveyors General, Principal Deputies and the field
surveyors were engaged in extending the existing rectangu-
lar systems and surveying some Indian boundaries as ces-
sions occurred. But a large percentage of their efforts went
into surveying the private land claims. Congress enacted
only a few laws during these years which affected the rec-
tangular system and then only indirectly.



The Act of February 3, 1809, 2 Stat. 514, divided the Indi-
ana Territory. The new Indiana Territory included the area
which is now basically the State of Indiana. The new Illinois
Territory included all the remaining public lands east of the
Mississippi River, in what remained of the old “Northwest
Territory.”

The Act of April 30, 1810, 2 Stat. 590, provided for land
sales and land office districts in Indiana Territory. Sec. 6 of
the act directs that a tract of land in Illinois Territory on the
Ohio River, including Shawneetown, be laid off into town
lots, streets, and avenues under the direction of the Surveyor
General. Minimum price of the town lots was to be $8 each, no
more than two sections were to be subdivided, and the town
lots were not to exceed one quarter acre each. This is the first
known townsite fully surveyed by the Surveyor General.
Mansfield had Shawneetown surveyed in 1810. This act put
the government into the townsite survey business, which has
continued on an intermittent basis up to the present time.

Thomas Freeman was appointed Surveyor of the Lands
South of Tennessee by President Madison. His commission
was forwarded to him by Gallatin on September 10, 1810.

The Actof March 3, 1811, 2 Stat. 662, was a deviation away
from the rectangular system. It applied only to lands “adja-
cent to any river, lake, creek, bayou, or water course,” in the
Orleans Territory. The two principal deputy surveyors were
authorized and instructed to lay out tracts along those waters
with 58 poles frontage and 465 poles in depth. This deviation
from the rectangular system of surveying and sale of public
lands was in deference to the French settlers who opposed the
regular rectangular system of surveys and wanted to buy
land by their traditional method of five arpents frontage and
40 arpents depth, or 200-square arpens in area. This provi-
sion (Sec. 2) for deviation of the mode of surveying was ex-
tended by Sec. 5 of the act which allowed a limited preemp-
tion of an additional 40 arpents in depth to the rear of the
confirmed French claims. The Surveyor of the Lands South of
Tennessee, Thomas Freeman, at Washington, Mississippi,
issued instructions for the survey of these tracts to his Prin-
cipal Deputiesin June 1811. Fig. 23 is a sketch indicating the
general method to be used. The surveyors were to run lines at
right angles to the general course of the water course, keep
the side lines as nearly parallel as possible and vary their
length to provide common corners, and avoid gaps or gores.
The actual acreage in a tract would be given but it should be
close to 200 arpens in area. The tracts were to be numbered
consecutively from some prominent landmark or established
corner of the rectangular net.

It isn’t known how many of these “French Tracts” were
surveyed in what is now the State of Louisiana; only an
examination of the township plats in that state would reveal
the number. The method did not appeal to the surveyors and
did not become a widespread practice because of the extra
planning involved and fragmentation of the sections in the
rectangular system. Fig. 24 is a copy of T. 9 N, R. 10 E,,
Louisiana Meridian showing an actual situation. All the
French Tracts and private land claims were given section
numbers.

The Act of February 20, 1811, 2 Stat. 641, enabled the
Orleans Territory to become the State of Louisiana. After
formation of a government, that State was admitted to the
Union April 30, 1812. The Surveyor of the Lands South of
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Tennessee and his principal deputies continued the surveys
there.

Actof April 25,1812, 2 Stat. 716

This act created a new government bureau within the
Treasury Department called the General Land Office (GLO).
The chief officer was called the Commissioner of the General
Land Office “to superintend, execute, and perform all such
acts and things, touching or respecting the public lands of the
United States,...” A chief clerk was to be appointed who
would take the place of the Commissioner in case that posi-
tion became vacant. The Commissioner was to countersign
patents and a multitude of other administrative duties. One
flaw in the act was that it did not give clear authority to the
Commissioner over the Surveyor General. Because of that
omission, the Surveyors General would continue to operate
in a semi-autonomous fashion for the next 25 years or more,
making their own rules for the execution of the public land
surveys, often only at the insistence of the Commissioner.
But whatever it lacked, the act established a bureau re-
sponsible for the land surveys and sales, which Alexander
Hamilton had suggested 22 years earlier. It also got the War
Department and the State Department out of the land busi-
ness.

THE PERIOD 1812 — 1836

Tiffin Takes Office

Edward Tiffin was appointed Commissioner of the GLO on
May 7, 1812. Tiffin was born June 19, 1766, at Carlisle,
England, and emigrated to Virginia in 1784. He studied
medicine at Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia and
began his medical practice there. He moved to Chillicothe,
Ohio, in 1798 and set up his medical practice, but in 1799, he
was elected to the Territorial Legislature, and in 1803, was
elected the first governor of the new State. After four years in
that position, he accepted an appointment to serve inthe U.S.
Senate, which he resigned from in 1809 and returned to his
medical practice. In 1812, President Madison persuaded him
to take the appointment as the first Commissioner of the
GLO.

Tiffin was confronted with the monumental task of orga-
nizing the new bureau and bringing order to the widely
scattered and chaotic condition of land records, patents,
plats, payments, and private land claims. He is credited with
bringing all of the records together, as much as was possible,
and getting them into a businesslike condition.

On May 20, 1812, 2 Stat. 741, Congress directed that the
Surveyor General was to survey the western and northern
boundary of the State of Ohio, the Indians permitting. This
work was not attempted until 1815.

On June 4, 1812, 2 Stat. 743, Congress passed the act
creating the Missouri Territory which was basically a name
change. The new territory included all the lands in the ori-
ginal Louisiana Purchase of 1803, minus the new State of
Louisiana.

The Act of June 13, 1812, 2 Stat. 748, directed that the
principal deputy surveyor in the Missouri Territory was to
survey the town lots in 11 different villages and towns in that
territory, which included St. Louis and New Madrid. The
expenses were to be paid by the government at $3 per mile.
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The principal deputy was also to survey into townships those
lands in the territory on which the Indian title had been
extinguished. This act thus expanded the rectangular sur-
veys west of the Mississippi in addition to the limited expan-
sion in Louisiana, but the rectangular surveys were not im-
mediately expanded.

On June 12, 1812, Congress declared war with Great Bri-
tain, the War of 1812, which temporarily halted most sur-
veying activities. During the next two years, the rectangular
surveys were executed in Indiana and Illinois, and private
land claims were surveyed but at a reduced rate.

Jared Mansfield accepted an appointment to return to
West Point and the Corp of Engineers in the fall of 1812. John
Mansfield, his nephew and clerk, had joined the Army so
Mansfield hired a new clerk, James Tifson, to replace John on
October 14, 1812. Mansfield put the Cincinnati office in order
and left for New Haven, but became sick with fever on the
journey. The Surveyor General position was vacant for about
a month.

Josiah Meigs — Surveyor General

On November 24, 1812, Josiah Meigs was appointed Sur-
veyor General of Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, Indiana, and Mis-
siouri. Meigs was born August 21, 1757, at Middletown,
Connecticut, and graduated from Yale in 1778. He then
taught school and was admitted to the bar to practice law at
New Haven, Connecticut, in 1784. He established a news-
paper, the New Haven Gazette, and ardently supported Tho-
mas Jefferson and the Federal Constitution. He was
appointed professor of mathematics and natural philosophy
in October 1794 and served in that capacity until his appoint-
ment as Surveyor General.

Meigs took office without benefit of a briefing by his prede-
cessor Mansfield; he was thus uncertain of his duties and
authority. He apparently continued the system set up by
Mansfield of appointing district surveyors and appointing
deputy surveyors under contracts at a fixed price per mile
and in platting procedures.

Around August 20, 1813, Meigs appointed William Rector
to replace Silas Bent as Principal Deputy in the Missouri
Territory. Rector and his brother Nelson had executed many
of the rectangular surveys in Indiana and Illinois. William
Rector had established the Third Principal Meridian in 1805
and was a surveyor of excellent reputation. Rector im-
mediately suggested establishing a fourth meridian in the
Missouri country and he wanted to run the new meridian
north from the mouth of the Arkansas River and the baseline
west from the mouth of the Ohio River. He needed a rectangu-
lar net to tie in the many private land claims surveyed at St.
Louis, New Madrid, and elsewhere in the region. Bent had no
means of correlating these detached claims and Rector
wanted them tied together, using the rectangular surveys for
that purpose. Rector was not authorized to begin those sur-
veys until 1815.

On August 24, 1814 the British captured Washington,
D.C., and proceeded to burn the public buildings in the city.
The GLO was housed in a frame building. Edward Tiffin
foresaw the possibility of such action by the enemy and had
his clerks and anyone he could muster remove the land office
records and stash them in private homes around the city.

When the British did burn the building, the records were
saved.

The War of 1812 officially ended within a few months with
the Treaty of Ghent on December 24, 1814, but for the next
two years, the GLO was housed in private homes rented for
office space. When a new building replace the old, it too was
constructed of wood, just as flammable as the previous one.

Meigs and Tiffin Exchange Jobs

Tiffin wanted to return to Ohio and Meigs was not all that
knowledgeable about land surveying. They got together and,
with the approval of the Secretary of the Treasury, ex-
changed offices in the fall of 1814. Meigs was officially
appointed Commissioner of the GLO on October 11, 1814; the
physical exchange took place by November of that year. This
exchange was to prove most fortunate; Tiffin would prove to
be a superb Surveyor General, possibly outranking Man-
sfield in ability and capacity for the job. His first action was to
move the office of Surveyor General to Chillicothe, Ohio, his
home before going to Washington, D.C. Tiffin would remain
Surveyor General for over 14 years, and the rectangular
system of surveys would become quite fully developed during
his tenure.

1815— A Busy Year

On February 4, 1815, 3 Stat. 201, Congress directed that
the lands one mile on each side of the road from the Connecti-
cut Reserve to the Maumee River were to be surveyed paral-
lel and at right angles to the road. Later in the year, Tiffin
contracted to have those surveys executed but the Indians
would not allow the surveyors to do the work. The lands were
never surveyed in accordance with the act.

On December 16, 1811, a major earthquake struck the area
around New Madrid in the Missouri Territory. Several major
aftershocks followed, during 1812. Apparently, one after-
shock hit New Madrid on November 10, 1812 and nearly
destroyed the town. On February 17, 1815, 3 Stat. 211, Con-
gress passed an act allowing any person whose lands had
been damaged to take up public lands elsewhere in a like
amount to that damaged. No one was allowed to take up more
land than was already confirmed to him unless he held less
than 160 acres, in which case he could take up to 160 acres;
thus an owner of a small city lot in New Madrid could take
160 acres. The limit to any one person was 640 acres’ The
Principal Deputy Surveyor was to survey the lands claimed
under this act, but there were no rectangular surveys as yet
in the area, and the claimants could stake their claims
wherever they wanted to. This act proved to be a monumental
headache for Rector. It has been said that each city lot in New
Madrid was parlayed into 160 acres and up to 640 acres in
some cases. The New Madrid claims impeded progress of the
rectangular surveys for many years to come.

Gallatin had reduced the national debt to about 80 million
dollars but the War of 1812 had increased it to approximately
125 million. Congress had designated a large block of land
northwest of Detroit to satisfy military warrants for the
recent war. Congress again looked to the public lands as a
source of revenue, but the lands had to be surveyed first.
Expansion of the land surveys was a first order of business in
Michigan, Illinois, and Missouri.

On March 9, 1815, Tiffin proposed to Meigs that the sur-



-~ v v K e
’ d7a rr v Y200 » dboa Yy i 7R/4 X . <
R RN e R ]
AR
NE
§ — - X
|
i ;///0 2
N
?
-, o— N
-
L X4 zz: ’7 - St Cusa st
s .
N :
N N 3
N N
~ W
»
2 ™
33
(YA
B P
. 3
AP PR WII B
Terbap Slecke I3
o : P i
‘ A \'S . 74
ied 2l L2
e L2 A P
' A 172 " z '
> i
- . 5 " 7 i -
(\/4?” L&ridc (O’/{/{/(» SISy /.5; Lt g 208 e (é
s / s p .
- { i »1/[52'( > Jyz;u} riveSgres ggd&,/{;zﬂ ROy
. 7 7 /
&
PR s -
L > F et v g ki e

Figure 24. Louisiana Township with Waterfront Tracts.



/. ///7/7/////’(/%/’// t///’,((‘/ﬁfgy((a T
LOUISIANA <=

. N&LE LA MER

Ywble of Coredeosrrds
T
goc | oo N Voo Tn ] e
PR M : e i i e ]
/ ARV BV AR N R AR N I YA
) N '3/, § /{ ; ’/ ! ,,/ 'y 7 0{/
“’”11 3’ 7 e Z 7 / Sh s . !/’ : P / ’ ;
/"1‘ ¥ » R R Sl Vs VAR Y
o VTR 2 R ) yot e -
2 She §Y YL e S w iy
# }// e e e/ Srs S -/ 253 o5 |
4 St 3 LA // Ve P 7
b S V4 e ‘ar/';.-/, ’/ P : / ’ 7
N S s 7 4 '?/f Yy avad . g/ s
N ‘ H
N [ o S ///s,-yf o P , K
- ! ) ]
SN O A VN A s
; ; i
Vs P P . i
g Sa ce 7 1 AN Y | S
/ S P i e st | s/
& 3 V7 P ! 7, . ] < !
717 o S i
7575 5% S5, /d S 245 Y0
REN AT
27 T
VSR & VY |
¢ - S,
» S = L
L, et B Lo .
I S '/////4'//, Py . [V
- 4 g
r; L . ’ L
A YAV
I ROy ot
7 . y;
A A g
’// M /o 0l s,
o Va

. 3 d
1% - & 2 « i / !
|

L gre N

o

[ S R R //{/4,'7,/,(

e 2o 2 N / i - o :'//,/ %

- 3 Fhorren i oy P / ] { 7 A R PN
; >

' ) - Y e el

L2g ] { . /
£ “ 1. ' _‘ LY {/ /}// 4(/,'//,'
J}) : ’ ’/;//(/"" v /‘”’//2(/’ SR S P e /Z","}e/
(RN A7 PRTIR W P .
f N L gy T LN lend o Lot s

s
i ) . s
) NELE iy e s ﬂ(f:/" Yot es @ e,




NVIQI¥3W TVdIONIYd H\e

y
:‘Sﬁ3
2

E

N

L

Ft. Miami

STATE OF OHIO

m\ w
9,

o7 =

Qo 10 @\

o " ﬁu

— T — — T T
T "«l\\n\.l/

fd%w@
) >

Figure 25. Plan for Surveys in Michigan Territory.



veys in Michigan be started immediately according to the
plan shown in Fig. 25. The plan was nearly identical to one
proposed by Mansfield earlier. Tiffin also proposed that the
Third Principal Meridian in Illinois be extended north to the
then Indian boundary, extended as a blank line without
marking across the Indian lands until it crossed the Illinois
River, then back into public lands and on north, numbering
the townships continuously from the baseline, but a new
baseline should be run west from the Illinois River. This plan
is shown in Fig. 26, which also includes the proposal for
Missouri. In Missouri, Tiffin proposed to have a baseline
surveyed west from the confluence of the St. Francis and
Mississippi Rivers to the Arkansas River, to number the
ranges west from the beginning point, and to survey two
million acres between the St. Francis and Arkansas Rivers.
These two plans and their sketch (Fig. 26) indicate the very
rudimentary knowledge available at that time of the posi-
tions of natural features in the territories.

Meigs did not comment on the Michigan plan and Tiffin
took his silence as approval. But Meigs proposed that a
Fourth Principal Meridian be run north from the mouth of
the Illinois River, not knowing that it would remain east of
the river for a long distance, and that a Fifth Principal Merid-
ian be surveyed north from the mouth of the Arkansas River.
Tiffin readily agreed to those proposals.

On April 18 and 28, 1815, Tiffin contracted with Alexander
Holmes for the survey of the Michigan Baseline, with Ben-
jamin Hough for the survey of the Michigan Meridian, and
with each man to survey the exterior boundaries of four
ranges of townships in Michigan.

By a treaty signed at Detroit on November 17, 1807, 7 Stat.
105, four Indian tribes had ceded lands north of the Maumee
River and east of a line which extended due north from Fort
Defiance in Ohio, which included lands around Detroit and
much of the land in eastern Michigan.

The Michigan Meridian was run due north from Fort De-
fiance, and the baseline was surveyed due west from a point
on Lake St. Clair. It isn’t known why the baseline was begun
at that point. The initial point of the Michigan Meridian was
established where the two lines intersect. The surveys were
begun in late May or early June 1815. Holmes and Hough
each ran two parties, using assistance surveyors, and were
paid $2.50 per mile. Tiffin contracted for the survey of 46
other townships in Michigan during the summer of 1815.

In May 1815, Tiffin let contracts for the survey of the
Fourth Principal Meridian and Baseline in Illinois. Because
of the swamps, flies, and fever, the surveys were not started
until November 1, 1815. The meridian was begun at the
confluence of the Mississippi and Illinois Rivers and run
north on a “blank line” for some 72 miles until it crossed to
the west side of the Illinois River. From that point, the merid-
ian was run due north and the baseline due west to the
Mississippi River. The field notes of the blank line were
signed by J. Missinger, Enoch Moore, and J. Milton Moore,
Deputy Surveyors, and indicate that the initial point was
established November 12, 1815.

Had Tiffin and Meigs known the true course of the Illinois
River, it is extremely doubtful that they would have used the
mouth of that stream as a beginning point for the meridian.
Tiffin contracted for the survey of 72 other townships, “north
of the Illinois River,” adjacent to that river and the Mississip-
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pi during the summer of 1815 and used the township surveys
to determine the true course of those streams. Due to the lack
of astronomic instruments and men to use them, the
township surveys were recognized at a very early date as the
best possible means of making accurate maps of the country.
Tiffin used the tactic immediately by contracting for exterior
township boundary surveys first and later letting contracts
for the section lines.

On April 29, 1815, Thomas Freeman, Surveyor of the
Lands South of Tennessee, wrote to Meigs concerning the
surveys in the Natchez District of the Mississippi Territory.
In a letter to Freeman dated March 13, 1815, Meigs was
“astonished” to hear that the deputy surveyors had not
marked bearing trees at the survey corners in approximately
30 townships. Isaac Briggs, the first Surveyor of the Lands
South of Tennessee, had not instructed them to mark trees,
only to set posts at the corners and to mark the post. The last
portion of Freeman’s letter follows:

Extract from Mr. Briggs Instructions to his deputies
whilst Superintending the Survey of the public lands
south of Tennessee—

“The lines must be carefully measured and Well
Marked A Tree standing exactly in the Line, should
have a Blaze & four Notches for a Township Line — a
Blaze and three Notches for a Section Line on each side
of it in the direction of the Line. All Trees within a short
distance on each side of your Line should be simply
Blazed on the side facing your line.—Plant a strong
substantial post at every corner of a Township, and a
smaller one at every mile.

“The West side of each Township post, exhibits the
Number of the Township—The East side, the number of
Miles from the line of Demarcation—The South side
The Number of Miles from the Basis-Meridian—and the
North side—whether it be East or West of the said
meridian—

“The East side of of every post whether it be the corner
Township or Section, exhibits the Number of Miles on
the Meridian; and the south side the Number of Miles on
the parallel of Latitude.”

From the above extract it appears that the numbering
of sections in the field was not contemplated—which
has arisen perhaps from the impossibility of correctly
numbering the sections in a Township containing pri-
vate claims, as the survey progresses.—Each private
claim whether large or small has a separate Number, so
that a Township may contain any number of sections
from 10 to 100, which cannot be ascertained until the
survey of the Township is completed, and a map of it
made. The surveyor will then be compel’d, to retravel
over his lines, with his map, and transfer the proper
Sectional N° from it to the corner Trees, or posts, of
sections—This is a severe duty which the surveyors
complain of but it cannot be avoided.

1 fear I have extended this letter to a troublesome
length on this subject not now very interesting”—

I am very respectfully Sir your Ob Serv

Tho Freeman
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The policy of identifying the private land claims as sections -

was unusual and unnecessary. It isn’t known just how long
that mode of identifying private claims continued. In the
north, the claims were given numbers but separately identi-
fied from the rectangular sections. The lack of a definite
policy and common instructions for all public land surveys
was evident and needed correction. The problem and
numbering method is shown in Figs. 27 and 28, copies of T. 7
N.,R.2 W., Washingtin Meridian, Mississippi,and T. 4 S., R.

1 W., St. Stephens Meridian, Alabama.

Tiffin’s Instructions

General William Rector was the Principal Deputy in Mis-
souri, with his office at St. Louis. He was under the supervi-
sion of Tiffin but was responsible for contracting and execut-
ing surveys in his territory. On July 26, 1815, Tiffin wrote to
Meigs enclosing a copy of the instructions he had prepared for

Rector’s guidance. These instructions follow:

Instructions for General Rector Principal Deputy Sur-
veyor for the Territory of Missouri

1st.

2nd.

2d.

3d.

4th.

5th.

6th.

You are required to have surveyed two million
acres of land between the Rivers St. Francis, and
Arkansas, which have been appropriated by an
Act of Congress for Military bounties — (to which
I refer you) — The annexed plan, on which these
rivers are laid down with the lands lying between
them in Ranges and Townships will show you the
mode in which it is intended to have these sur-
veys executed.

Let a standard line be accurately run from the
confluence of the Arkansas with the Mississippi
due north according to the true meridian so far,
that a base line run due west from the mouth of
the River St. Francis to the Mississippi will in-
tersect it as laid down on the plan.

Lay off the lands south of this base or east and
west line into Ranges and Townships of six miles
square by running the north and south lines
according to the true merdian and the east and
west lines at right angles as near as may be, down
to the Rivers Mississippi and Arkansas, and
number them both Ranges and Townships as ex-
hibited on the plan.

Let then Townships be subdivided as has been
heretofore practiced into Sections, establishing
corners for quarter sections corners in the usual
mode.

Furnish every surveyor you employ with one of
the duplications enclosed, and see that both him-
self, his chain, and axemen are duly sworn before
they proceed to work and return a copy of their
sworn oaths to this office.

Furnish every surveyor with a plan of the whole
military district and a copy of the instructions
enclosed, that each man may be able to compre-
hend the plan how the surveys are to be executed
and know how to attend to his compass and chain,
to mark his corners accurately and make his re-
turns in a proper manner.

When work is done and returned to your office,
you are to check and see that it is done agreeable

or7

to law and the instructions given and return it
certified to the Office of the Surveyor General to
wit — a copy of the field notes of every Township
or fractional Township, and two sets of plats and
descriptions laid down on paper of a uniform size
with an inch space on the margin, so that all the
plats when finished may be bound in a book.
You are furnished with a copy of a form of con-
tract, so that you may enter into contracts with
the deputies, assuring always to have a duplicate
signed, one of which is to be returned to this office
when entered into.

All the surveys contracted for in the Michigan
and Illinois Territories have been at 250 cents
per mile. It is thoroughly expected you will be
able to get the military lands done in Missouri at
the same rate, but if as you suggested, this should
be impracticable, you are authorized to give 3
dollars per mile, but only in case of necessity —
being satisfied you will guard the interests of the
United States from imposition, in as much as by
doing so, you are advancing your own interests.
When any deputy surveyor has finished his con-
tract, made his returns to your office and is certi-
fied and returned to this office, the accounts will
be paid off in such manner as may be most conve-
nient of the Treasury Department—

Signed ET

7th.

8th.

9th.

This instruction is given here to illustrate the method and
procedures that were in use at the time.

The Instructions for Deputy Surveyors written by Tiffin are
given in the Appendix to this book. He sent a copy of them to
Meigs, which Meigs acknowledged on August 3, 1815. Tiffin’s
instructions were much more complete than those by Mans-
field in 1804 and they were issued to all surveyors under his
authority. It is believed they were sent to the surveyors in
Mississippi and Louisiana by Meigs and that they may have
been used to guide the surveys south of Tennessee for a short
period of time. ‘

Rector was temporarily ill with the fever, and contracts for
the survey of the Fifth Principal Meridian were delayed. On
October 27, 1815, Deputy Surveyor Joseph C. Brown began
the survey of the baseline at the confluence of the Mississippi
and St. Francis Rivers and ran it due west. On the same date,
Prospect C. Robbins began the survey of the meridian at the
confluence of the Arkansas and Mississippi Rivers and ran it
due north. Robbins intersected the baseline in the 58th mile,
approximately 26 miles west of the Mississippi River, on
November 10, 1815. There he established the initial point of
the Fifth Principal Meridian, which controls the rectangular
surveys in all of Arkansas, Missouri, Iowa, North Dakota,
and in most of Minnesota and half of South Dakota.

One other letter should be mentioned here. The lakes in
Michigan became a problem for Alexander Holmes; he re-
quested instructions from Tiffin who passed it on to Meigs.
Meigs replied on June 26, 1815, as follows;

“Your letter of the 16th conveying a letter from Mr.
Holmes dated the 8th Ing’t. is before me; in my opinion
the lakes incountered by Mr. Holmes, of five or six miles
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in circumference, should be meandered, and the adja-
cent lands returned as fractional.”

Up to that time, lakes hadn’t been meandered; they were
included in the lands surveyed, except the Great Lakes,
which were clearly navigable.

The Years 1816-1820

The Appropriations Act of April 16, 1816, 3 Stat. 277,
provided funds for the survey of th Ohio-Michigan boundary,
which had been authorized in 1812 but never executed. In the
fall of 1816, Tiffin contracted with William Harris for the
survey, which was done in the summer of 1817. The Ohio
Enabling Act had described the line as due east from the
southern extremity of Lake Michigan, but Ohio’s constitu-
tion called for a line from the northern cape of Miami Bay to
‘the southern end of Lake Michigan. Harris ran a random line
due east from the south end of Lake Michigan to Lake Erie,
intersecting that lake south of Miami Bay. He then ran back
on a true line from the northern cape in Miami Bay on a
bearing of S. 87° 42’ W., marking and monumenting the line
in accordance with the Ohio constitution. Tiffin, the first
governor of Ohio, naturally watched out of the State’s in-
terests. The governor of Michigan protested loudly to Presi-
dent Monroe who ordered a new survey. Tiffin then con-
tracted with John A. Fulton at $5 per mile to survey a line
due east from the south end of Lake Michigan (Harris’ ran-
dom line) until the line hit Lake Erie. Fulton surveyed and
marked the line in 1818, but Congress did not approve either
line. Tiffin later had the Michigan Meridian surveys closed
against the Fulton or southerly line. The dispute wasn’t
resolved until 1836, long after the rectangular surveys were
completed in the area. The northern or Harris line was final-
ly adopted. In compensation for her loss, Michigan received
the Upper Peninsula. The land between the Harris and Ful-
ton lines became known as the “Toledo Strip.”

OnApril19,1816, 3 Stat. 289, Congress passed the Indiana
Enabling Act. That State formed a constitution and govern-
ment and was admitted to the Union on December 11, 1816.

On April 29, 1816, 3 Stat. 325, Congress established the
office of “surveyor of the lands of the United States in the
territories of Illinois and Missouri,” in other words, a Sur-
veyor General for those two territories. The first Surveyor
General was William Rector. It isn’t known why Illinois was
taken away from Tiffin, except that Rector was at St. Louis
and therefore immediately adjacent to the surveys in Illinois
and better able to supervise the surveys there. Rector had
been well trained by Mansfield and Tiffin so was capable of
handling the added work. It took Tiffin about two years to get
all his contracts in Illinois settled and transfer the Illinois
records to Rector.

The Act of February 22, 1817, 3 Stat. 346, provided that

“from and after the first day of September next, the
sections designated by number two, five, twenty, twen-
ty-three, thirty and thirty-three, in each and every
township of the public lands, . . . shall be offered for sale
either in quarter sections, or half quarter sections,. . .
and in the case of the division of a quarter section, the
partition shall be by a line running due north and
south,...”

Here again Congress used the term “by a line running due

north and south.” Since the half-quarter section line was not
surveyed by the government it had slight effect on the Sur-
veyors General. Tiffin followed the principle set down by
Mansfield whenever he had to deal with a division line; i.e.,
set the one-sixteenth corners at midpoint and run a straight
line to connect them, ignoring the due north-south statement
in the law.

On March 1, 1817, 3 Stat. 348, Congress passed the Mississip-
pi Enabling Act, with the boundaries of the new State de-
scribed as they exist today. Mississippi was admitted to the
Union on December 10, 1817.

On March 3, 1817, 3 Stat. 371, Congress created the Terri-
tory of Alabama, with boundaries as they are today, from
what was left of the former Mississippi Territory.

On the same date, March 3, 1817, 3 Stat. 375, Congress
enacted a law authorizing the appointment of a “Surveyor of
the Lands of the United States in the Mississippi Territory,
lying north of an east and west line, to be drawn from the
river Mississippi, through Fort Williams, to the western
boundary line of the state of Georgia—.” This act is a perplex-
ity because technically the Mississippi Territory now no lon-
ger existed except on paper. The previous two acts had split
the territory north-south into a new State and the Territory
of Alabama. It is believed that no Surveyor General was ever
appointed under this act.

On March 17, 1817, Meigs forwarded a commission to John
Coffee, appointing him Surveyor General “of the northern
part of Mississippi Territory.” Coffee established his office at
Hunstville, Alabama; it was moved to Florence, Alabama, in .
1823.

On April 20, 1818, 3 Stat. 466, Congress passed an act
which states: “That the powers and duties of the surveyor of
the lands in the northern part of the late Mississippi terri-
tory, shall extend to the whole of the Alabama territory, and
that only.” So the error made a year earlier was corrected. In
Sec. 3 of this act, it states, “That all lands lying between the
basis meridian, and the first standard meridian, in the Ala-
bama district, be attached to the land district east of the Pearl
River.” That put some lands west of the St. Stephens Merid-
ian, which were actually located in Alabama, in a land dis-
trict in Mississippi instead of in Alabama. But the basis
meridian referred to must have been the St. Stephens Merid-
ian and the first standard meridian must have been what is
ncw called a guide meridian. The term “standard meridian”
had been used by Tiffin in the northwest territory to describe
a principal meridian but guide meridians had not been used
there as yet. The term “basis parallel” was being used in the
south to describe a baseline.

On March 2, 1819, 3 Stat. 489, Congress passed the Alaba-
ma Enabling Act, which directed that the Surveyor of the
Lands South of Tennessee (Freeman) and the Surveyor
General of Alabama (Coffee) were to survey the boundary
between Alabama and Mississippi. This state boundary was
surveyed in 1820, the northern part by contract with Coffee
and the southern part by contract with Freeman.

Also on March 2, 1819, 3 Stat. 493, Congress created the
Territory of Arkansas, which included most of what is now
Oklahoma, and began the process of dividing the vast Mis-
souri Territory into separate states.

Through treaties with the Indians at Fort Meigs, Septem-
ber 29, 1817, and at St. Mary’s, Ohio, in September and
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October 1818, the United States acquired title to nearly all
the lands in northern Indiana and northwestern Ohio. These
lands were ordered surveyed. On March 20, 1819, Tiffin sub-
mitted to Meigs his plans and proposals for these surveys.
The plan for northwestern Ohio was simple enough: run a
baseline due west from the southwest corner of the Connecti-
cut Reserve to the west boundary of the state, surveyed by
Harris in 1817, which was already known as the First Prin-
cipal Meridian. Return east on this line setting the quarter
section, section and township corners, numbering the ranges
east from the meridian. Survey the range lines north and
south from the baseline, numbering the townships north and
south from that line, closing the lines against the old surveys,
and against the Michigan state boundary to the north. Tiffin
asked Meigs which state boundary, by Harris or by Fulton, he
should use. By a letter dated April 3, 1819, Meigs ordered
that the Fulton line be used and the surveys were closed
against the southerly line. The plan was accepted and Tiffin
contracted for the surveys, completing almost all the
townships in northwestern Ohio during 1819 and 1820. They
are all numbered east from the state boundary and north and
south from the baseline, except for the four townships in the
old Twelve-Mile Square, previously surveyed. Fig. 29 indi-
cates the complete system of surveys as finally completed in
Ohio.

Tiffin’s plan for Indiana was slightly different in some
important aspects. The Indiana plan follows:

Plan for surveying the United States land in State of
Indiana purchased from the Indians by the Treaty of St.
Marys in 1818 —

First lay off the Indian reservations in conformity
with the Treaty. Then, in consequence of the approx-
imation of the Range lines, which have been run north
from the Base line connected with the second principal
meridian, the width of most of the ranges has been
considerably diminished at their northern extremity,
by continuing these range lines through the purchase.
This diminution in the width of the ranges will be much
increased so as to contravene that provision of the land
laws of the United States, which requires that townships
be made “Six Miles Square”. To alleviate this difficulty,
and to comply as nearly as practicable with the provi-
sion of the law, it is proposed, after continuing the
“Second Meridian” to the northern limit of the purchase
to run a line of correction from the meridian due East
and West, between Townships Sixteen and Seventeen to
be continued west to the state line between Indiana and
Ilinois and east to the SE corner of Township No. 17 N
Range 11 E. — the Township corners on this line of
correction will be placed at the distance of six miles from
each other; and from these corners the range lines will
be continued through that part of the purchase lying
north of them. The Range lines of the old surveys will be
continued through that part of the purchase lying south
of the correction line and closed on said line wherever
they may intersect it.

In consequence of the old surveys in the eastern side
of the state, extending north of the proposed line of
correction, it will be necessary to run that part of this
line which lies east of the 11th Range E. between
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Townships No. 22 and 23 to the Eastern line of the State
of Indiana founded upon the Baseline and the second
principal meridian, will be, of course ultimately ex-
tended into all of the unsurveyed lands in that State; as
the simplest and most convenient system that can be
devised. But before the surveys can be closed to the
western boundary of the state, it will be necessary that,
that line be surveyed; as it constitutes the western limit
of the surveying department assigned to the Surveyor
General of the United States.

Should there be any other additional surveys decided
to be made in Michigan Territory, south of the district
lately surveyed there — It is proposed to continue the
system already adopted for that Territory, and close the
surveys there upon the north boundary of Ohio.

Plan annexed
Edward Tiffin, S.Gl.

Tiffin’s plan was fully adopted, except that of closing the
Second Principal Meridian surveys against the west bound-
ary of Indiana. That omission proved troublesome and costly,
which will be seen later. But most importantly, this is the
first known use of the term “correction line” and its use to
correct for convergency of meridians. Mansfield had used a
correction line of sorts south of the baseline but its primary
purpose was to correct errors due to poorly executed surveys.
The term “correction line” took hold, and it is still used by
most of the population in the public land States to describe
what we now call a standard parallel. The principle of using a
correction line to correct for convergency caught on and was
used thereafter in the rectangular system, but it would not be
until 1851 that a prescribed distance between correction
lines would come about. Each Surveyor General used dis-
tances of from 48 to 60 miles depending on his opinion of
necessity.

Before leaving the year 1819, one other act of Congress
should be mentioned. On March 3, 1819, 3 Stat. 523, Con-
gress directed President Monroe to take possession of Florida
and establish a government there, in accordance with the
Treaty with Spain concluded February 22, 1819; which added
a large and troublesome area to the public lands requiring
survey. The territorial government was actually established
March 30, 1822, 3 Stat. 654. But on March 20, 1819, Meigs
wrote to Thomas Freeman, the Surveyor General at
Washington, Mississippi, instructing him to begin the rec-
tangular surveys in the former Spanish possession. On
September 15, 1819, Freeman issued instructions to Silas
Dinsmore, Principal Deputy Surveyor of the new land dis-
trict east of the island of New Orleans, for the survey of what
is now known as the St. Helena Meridian. Freeman in-
structed Dinsmore to use the initial point of the Washington
Meridian, on the Line of Demarcation (31st parallel) and
extend the Basis Meridian due south, and to survey “Stan-
dard Meridians” and “Standard Parallels” at 24 mile inter-
vals to control the township boundaries within the system.
The township and section lines were to be surveyed south,
placing the errors in either section 31 or section 36, which
was the reverse order from the normal procedure. This was
the first full use of the term “Standard Parallel”. The “Stan-
dard Meridian” is now known as a Guide Meridian. The 24
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mile interval between them was not universally adopted
until 1855. The instructions to Dinsmore are given in the
Appendix. The St. Helena Meridian surveys were begun in
1819 and the survey of west Florida was underway. The
United States had claimed but did not have undisputed title
to the area until the Treaty with Spain. All valid land elaims
(private claims) under the former government were honored.

On March 6, 1820, 3 Stat. 545, Congress passed the Mis-
souri Enabling Act. The boundaries of the new State were
approximately as they are today. The remainder of the Mis-
souri Territory continued to bear that name, even after the
State of Missouri was admitted on August 10, 1821. The
Surveyor General of Illinois, Missouri, and Arkansas would
be in charge of all the lands north of the State of Louisiana in
the old Louisiana Purchase.

On April 24, 1820, 3 Stat. 566, Congress took a giant step
forward regarding the public lands—they abolished the cre-
dit system of purchase, reduced the price to $1.25 per acre
(down from $2) and offered all the nonreserved public-lands
for sale in 80-acre, half-quarter sections. The first section of
the act affected the Surveyors General the most. The entire
section follows:

CHAP. LI—An act making further provision for the
sale of public lands.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa-
tives of the United States of America, in Congress
assembled, That from and after the first day of July
next, all the public lands of the United States, the sale of
which is, or may be authorized by law, shall, when
offered at public sale, to the highest bidder, be offered in
half quarter sections; and when offered at private sale,
may be purchased, at the option of the purchaser, either
in entire sections, half sections, quarter sections, or half
quarter sections; and in every case of the division of a
quarter section, the line for the division thereof shall
run north and south, and the corners and contents of
half quarter sections which may thereafter be sold,
shall be ascertained in the manner, and on the princi-
ples directed and prescribed by the second section of an
act entitled, “An act concerning the mode of surveying
the public lands of the United States,” passed on the
eleventh day of February, eighteen hundred and five;
and fractional sections, containing one hundred and
sixty acres, or upwards, shall, in a like manner, as
nearly as practicable, be sub-divided into half quarter
sections, under such rules and regulations as may be
prescribed by the Secretary of Treasury; but fractional
sections, containing less than one hundred and sixty
aces, shall not be divided, but shall be sold entire: Pro-
vided, That this section shall not be construed to alter
any special provision made by law for the sale of land in
town lots.

Of particular note are the emphasized portions of the act.
The due north and south provision of previous acts was
dropped, which made into law the practice of the Surveyor
General ignoring the due wording as being impossible. Also,
fractional sections were to be subdivided into quarters and
eighties if they contained more than 160 acres. The act left it
up to the Secretary to prescribe the manner of subdividing
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quarter sections along the north and west boundaries and
along meander lines.

The abolition of credit was necessary as an administrative
matter. Purchasers were bidding high prices for land (in the
cotton plantation country of the South, reportedly as high as
$18 per acrein 1818), making the down payment and perhaps
one or two other payments, and then failing to pay the bal-
ance. The GLO was in the mortgage banking business and
didn’t want to be. Lands not paid for reverted to the govern-
ment and could be offered for sale again.

The whole system was a massive headache. Congress later
enacted special legislation relieving the purchasers who
couldn’t pay, which affected the Surveyors General, and will
be discussed shortly.

Tiffin’s Last Years, 1820-1829

On June 10, 1820, the Secretary of the Treasury, through
Meigs, issued a circular of instructions to the Surveyors
General, directing them to protract on the plats the 80-acre
subdivision in all the fractional sections according to the Act
of April 24. Tiffin remarked that this was a lot of work but
apparently proceeded to protract all the half-quarter sections
lying north and south in the fractional sections, including the
sections along the north and west boundaries of the
townships. The work took a long time because of the volume.
Tiffin did not have actual lines of protraction placed on the
plats, instead the areas of the half-quarter sections and re-
maining fractions were listed on the margin of the plats.

Whatever it was that Tiffin did, it was not acceptable. On
November 9, 1821, Meigs issued a Circular to the Surveyors-
General which read:

“Sir: By the first section of the act of April 24, 1820, all
the public lands of the United States shall be offered at
Public Sale in half-quarter sections; and fractional sec-
tions containing one hundred and sixty acres or upward
shall, as nearly as practicable, be divided into half quar-
ter sections, under such rules and regulations as may be
prescribed by the Secretary of the Treasury; but frac-
tional sections containing less than one hundred and
sixty acres shall not be divided, etc. By the Act of May
10, 1800, Sec. 3, the excess or deficiency of regular
sections or quarter sections in any township is to be
thrown on the North and West sides of the township,
making fractional sections more or less than one hun-
dred and sixty acres. In subdividing such fractional
sections to form a half quarter section, viz., 80 acres, the
Secretary of the Treasury directs that the subdivisional
line for such fractions as lie on the North side of a
township shall be an East and West line, forming the
half quarter section on the South side of the fraction;
and for such fractions as lie on the West side, the subdi-
viding line shall be a meridian, forming the half quarter
section on the East side of the fraction. This mode of
subdivision will preserve the compactness of the tracts,
with the general divisions, and will not interfere with
the rule adopted relative to fractions formed by a
stream, river, etc.”

The following postscript was added to the copy sent to
Rector in St. Louis:



“P.S. to Gen’l Rector

This mode of subdividing is precisely the one adopted
by yourself, but as it has not heretofore been generally
adopted the object of this circular you will preceive is to
approve of your plan and make it a general one.”

It is unknown what “the rule adopted relative to fractions
formed by a stream, a river, etc.” was. An 1825 plat, approved
by Tiffin, divided the sections along the north and west
boundaries as described in the quoted circular. The township
also contained lakes (discussed later). Fig. 30 is a sketch of a
portion of the township. Lot numbers were not used. The
areas of the fractional parts of a section were listed on the
margin of the plat, such as; the N ¥ NE V4 Sec. 3, 74.52 acres;
N 12 NW % Sec. 4,76.94 acres; SW V4 Sec. 9, 106.25 acres; E V2
NE Y: Sec. 9, 93.11 acres (even though the fraction was also a
part of the SE V4, Sec. 9); W 12, Sec. 27, 320 acres, and so on.
The dashed lines and areas shown in the sketch were not
shown on the plat. Fractional parts along the west side of the
township were listed in the same manner as that used for
Secs. 1 through 5.

In January 1821, Meigs directed the Surveyor General at
Washington, Mississippi (Freeman), to begin the surveys in
the recent Choctaw cession. They were to begin on the south
boundary of that cession and extend northerly. The field
notes indicate that the initial point of the Choctaw Meridian
and Baseline in Mississippi was established in 1821. The
exterior boundaries of T. 1 N., R. 1 W., were surveyed by
Charles M. Lawson, Deputy Surveyor, and the subdivisional
lines of that township were surveyed by Gideon Fitz, Deputy
Surveyor. The notes were examined and approved, on
September 30, 1822, by Levin Wailes, “Surveyor of the
United States Lands South of Tennessee.” Thomas Freeman
was in charge when the surveys were begun in 1821. Levin
Wailes was appointed to the position by letter dated January
10, 1822.

On March 2, 1821, 3 Stat. 612, Congress passed an act
granting relief to credit purchasers who hadn’t paid for all
the land they had bought. The first section of the act follows:

CHAP XII.—An act for the relief of the purchasers of
public lands prior to the first day of July,
eighteen hundred and twenty (b)

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa-
tives of the United States of America, in Congress
assembled, That in all cases where lands have been
purchased from the United States, prior to the first day
of July, eighteen hundred and twenty, it shall be lawful
for any such purchaser, or other person or persons,
being the legal holder of any certificate or certificates of
land, on or before the thirtieth day of September, eigh-
teen hundred and twenty-one, to file, with the register
of the land office, where any tract of land has been
purchased, a relinquishment, in writing, of any section,
half section, quarter section, half quarter section, or
legal subdivision of any fractional section, of land so
purchased, upon which the whole purchase money has
not been paid, and all sums paid on account of the part
relinquished, shall be applied to the discharge of any
installments which may be, or shall hereafter become,
due and payable upon such lands, so purchased, as shall

7R

not have been relinquished, and shall be so applied and
credited as to complete the payment on some one or
more half-quarter sections where the payments by
transfer are sufficient for that purpose: Provided, That
all divisions and subdivisions, contemplated by this act,
shall be made in conformity with the first section of an
act making further provision for the sale of public lands,
passed the twenty-fourth day of April, one thousand
eight hundred and twenty: And, provided also, That the
right of relinquishment hereby given shall, in no case,
authorize the party relinquishing to claim any repay-
ment from the United States: And, provided, also, That
where any purchaser has purchased, at the same time,
two or more quarter sections, he shall not be permitted
to relinquish less than a quarter section.

The act seems clear enough—only units of either a full
section, half section, quarter section, half-quarter section or
legal subdivision of a fractional section (the fractional parts
left after full half-quarter sections have been removed) could
be relinquished. The problem was that the purchasers
wanted to retain all the land they had paid for at $2 per acre
and some Registers of the Land Offices went along with them.
In December 1822, Tiffin received a request from the Regis-
ter at Vincennes to prepare plats with lot numbers on frac-
tional sections along the Wabash and Ohio Rivers,inT. 78S.,
R. 14 W., Second Principal Meridian. The Register had
accepted relinquishments on tracts, NOT by legal subdivi-
sion. Fig. 31 indicates the problem as shown in sketches
prepared by Samuel Williams, Tiffin’s chief clerk, on Decem-
ber 12, 1822.

Although Tiffin protested the action of the Register in
making what he considered illegal relinquishments, and by
law he was right, he had to prepare what are now called
Supplemental Plats for all the sections where such relin-
quishments took place. Some plats had been prepared earlier
on the preemption tracts in the Between the Miami Rivers
townships north of the Symmes Purchase, in which lot or
tract numbers had been used to designate areas not in con-
formity with regular section subdivisions. And, of course,
private land claims had separate numbers to define them and
their areas. But the relinquishment tracts were on sections
already surveyed and protracted in a regular and legal man-
ner. Tiffin had to change them to a different lotting, which is
just what a supplemental plat does today. Fig. 32 is a sketch
of three different sections which show lotting and lot num-
bers required because of relinquishments. Apparently only
those sections containing improper relinquishments were
lotted in this manner. In those sections containing proper
relinquishments, the lots were not numbered.

It was about this time that the Surveyors General were
ordered to prepare all the plats instead of the deputy sur-
veyors doing it. Platting had become too complex to be left up
to the field surveyors.

The Actof May 8, 1822, 3 Stat. 709, authorized the appoint-
ment of a Surveyor General for Florida but failed to provide
funding. On July 9, 1824, Robert Butler was appointed to the
position and established the office at Tallahassee. The
Appropriation Act of February 25, 1825, 4 Stat. 85, provided
regular funds for the office, which were continued thereafter.

On September 11, 1822, John McLean became the Com-
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FRAC'L SEC. No.17, TOWNSHIP No.7 S., RANGE No. 4 W.

FRAC'L SEC. No.36, TOWNSHIP No. 7 S., RANGE No. |4 W.

Figure 31. Improper Relinquishments in Indiana.
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missioner of the GLO, replacing Meigs, but retained the
office for only a few months. Continuity in the business of the
GLO was maintained by the chief clerk, John Moore. Two
men, who were not surveyors, maintained the regular order
of business in the Surveyor General’s office and in the GLO
for many years. Tiffin had hired Samuel Williams as his chief
clerk who remained in that position until 1845. Josiah Meigs
hired John Moore, who was chief clerk until about 1850 and
who wrote the first Manuals of Surveying Instructions.
George Graham replaced McLean as Commissioner of the
GLO on June 26, 1823.

In Circulars to the Surveyors General dated August 4, and
August 14, 1823, Graham ordered that a listing be made at
the bottom of each plat showing the township, range, date of
survey, number of miles surveyed, number of fractional sec-
tions caused by private land claims and navigable rivers, and
the name of the Deputy Surveyor who did the work. This
information was to be within ruled lines of columns and
boxes. The response was gradual and it was not until the
1830’s that these circulars were complied with; the practice
continued until about 1946.

On August 15, 1823, Graham wrote the following letter to
Wailes at Washington, Mississippi:

suppose from the circumstances that the purchase of
what were represented to be the quantities contained in
those fractions would give them any title to all of the
Land as represented by the actual Survey? If you can
conveniently have access to the purchasers I will thank
you to make some inquiry into the particulars and to
explain to Mr. Grayson, the Register, who will probably
be unable to aid you—. There is evidently something
strangely wrong in this business and the truth should
be thoroughly inquired into.

In all cases where you are satisfied that it is of impor-
tance to the public interest to have resurveys made, you
are hereby authorized to do so—. You will please to
inform me in your next, of the name of the Deputy
Surveyor who made the original (false) Survey of frac-
tional Township 14. R. 5 East and if living, the place of
his present residence.—

Iam —

G. Graham

P.S.
What affect will this resurvey have upon the fract.
Sect. North of the Big Black River.

Levin Wailes, Esq.
Washington, Miss.

Sir: Your letter of the 19th ult. transmitting Cert’s of
the Commissioners for the Dist. West of the Pearl R. on
claims confirmed, markd B.N. and 170 together with a
copy of the plat of Township No. 14, R. 5 East in the
Choctaw D. West of the Pear! R. districts, have been
received.

In relation to the falsity of the survey of fract.
Township 14 of Range 5 E. I have not the means of
comparison by reference to the original survey as I find
it was among those returned to you for further examina-
tion on 26th May last.

I find that under the original survey the fractional
township alluded to the two fractional sections No. 1
and 2. have been sold and one of them completely paid
for—.

Fraction No. 1. cont’g 370 acres was sold to Jas.
McKee on the 28 Aug’t 1816 and had been placed on
further Credit under the Act of 2d March 1821 for the
relief of the purchasers of Public Lands.

Fraction No. 2. cont’g 440 acres was sold to Isham
Arthur, on the 16 Oct. 1816 and had been completely
paid for under the provisions of the above cited act. No
patent has however yet been issued on the latter tract.
As there has evidently been a fraud committed on the
Gov’t by the Deputy Surveyor who surveyed the
Township originally, and the purchasers of the two frac-
tions created by the Supposed course of the Big Black
River may set up a pretended claim to the Land con-
tained in what will now be the fractions agreeably to the
resurvey extended by the river. I am desirous, if possi-
ble, of ascertaining what are the views of the purchasers
as to the boundaries of the fractions on the South side at
the time of purchase—. Were they aware that the Big
Black River was considerably North of the position as
laid down in the original false Survey and did they

August 15, 1823

The township concerned is T. 14 N., R. 5 E., Washington
Meridian, through which the Big Black River meanders
south of Vicksburg, Mississippi. The results are unknown
and whether or not Wailes had the township resurveyed
before or after the above letter was written.

It is the first instance found where a fraudulent meander
was found following a survey and entry of the lands. Obvious-
ly, the Big Black River was much further north in fact than
was shown on the original plat and it might prove interesting
to know how the problem was finally dealt with. However, it
should be noted that Graham gave Wailes blanket permis-
sion to execute resurveys whenever he was “satisfied that it
is of importance to the public interest to have resurveys
made.”

Graham had been in office only two months and probably
didn’t realize the ramifications of such authority being given
a Surveyor General, especially if lands had been already
entered or patented. This type of resurvey would cause many
problems and litigation in the years ahead, the most famous
of which is probably the case of Cragin vs. Powell, 128 U.S.
691, a Louisiana case decided by the U.S. Supreme Court in
1888.

The Big Black River situation came up again in 1826; on
September 28, 1826, Graham approved instructions written
by George Davis, then Surveyor General, for the resurvey of
T. 14 N, R. 4 E. The original survey there showed the Big
Black River in a grossly different position than where it was
actually located in relationship to the section lines.

On September 9, 1823, Graham wrote to Tiffin, question-
ing the form of contracts used and the method of
monumenting corners in open country. The following para-
graph is extracted from Tiffin’s reply dated September 22,
1823.

“The omission in the form of contracts with deputy
surveyors which you advert, is supplied in the Instruc-
tions given them. You will observe by the contract that
it binds the deputy to execute his surveys “agreeably



with the laws of the United States, and such instruc-
tions as he may receive from the said Edward Tiffin,
Surveyor General”. To every surveyor is given in writ-
ing ample and detailed instructions regarding every
part of his duty, and which instructions contain the
following rule: “In case any corner should fall in a
prairie or other place where there may be no trees for
bearings within a convenient distance, you will, at the
mark of such corner raise around the post a mound of
earth or pile of stones, not less than two and a half feet
high and two and a half feet diameter at the base.”

This clause about corner monumentation in praires does
not appear in the instructions issued by Tiffin in 1815. Con-
jecturably, Tiffin must have added that statement to his
instructions between 1815 and 1823. This method of monu-
mentation in prairies was proposed by Mansfield, for the
Vincennes Tract surveys in 1804. But no copy of General
Instructions to the deputy surveyors, by either Mansfield or
Tiffin, have ever been found, which contain that particular
method of monumentation.

By letter dated October 7, 1823, Graham ordered Coffee at
Florence, Alabama, and Wailes at Washington, Mississippi
to have accurate connections made of the township and sec-
tion lines against the State line between Alabama and Mis-
sissippi, showing the fractions of sections made fractional by
the State line, and they were to do so in all cases in the future.
The St. Stephens Meridian survey system is located in both
states. The township and section lines had been run before
the State boundary was surveyed in 1820 under contract with
Freeman and the State boundary survey hadn’t tied in the
section lines. Obviously, a problem ensued: What part of a
section should be taxed by the State of Alabama and what
part by Mississippi? It wasn’t until after the Illinois-Indiana
line caused similar and expensive problems that the rec-
tangular surveys were held in abeyance until after a State
boundary was surveyed.

Island surveys first came up in 1824. On January 29, 1824,
Graham wrote the following letter to Tiffin:

Sir:

Application has been made to this office for having
the islands situated in the Miami River within the res-
ervation of twelve miles square at Fort Meigs surveyed.
One in particular situate in township No. 1. which is
estimated to contain fifty acres, is said to be particularly
valuable. I will thank you to attend to the subject of
these islands and cause such of them to be surveyed as
may in your opinion be valuable.

There is also represented to be islands situated in the
large ponds or lakes interspersed throughout certain
parts of the Detroit District, which have not been sur-
veyed, it is presumed because they were not thought to
be worth the expense of surveying. Particular enquiry
has been made by a resident at Detroit in relation to one
of these islands, called Apple Island, situate in Lake No.
2. of Township No. 2 N., Range No. 9 E. and is estimated
to contain about forty acres.

There is also discovered on the Map other Islands
similarly situated. I merely wish to call your attention
to this subject of the islands, in the Detroit District that
when a favorable opportunity occurs you may take mea-
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sures to cause such of them be be surveyed as from the
best information you can collect, may be worth the ex-
pense. Your letter of the 20th inst. has been received.

I am
Geo. Graham

This treatment of islands always remained. Unless an is-
land was quite large, it was seldom surveyed during the
regular, original rectangular surveys. Most islands were
small and the cost of surveying, platting, and sale was
greater than the monetary return to the government at $1.25
per acre. But the GLO always did and still does consider
islands public land until surveyed, platted, and sold. As will
be seen later, they were surveyed upon application by a
prospective buyer at the applicant’s expense.

The numbering of sections and private land claims as sec-
tions within a township was the subject of a letter to Wailes
on January 30, 1824, and to Silas Dinsmore on May 7, 1824.
The letter to Dinsmore follows:

Silas Dinsmore
Prin’l Dep. S. Land
New Orleans

Sir,

I'have this day returned to the Register and Receiver
of the Land Office at Jackson & your plat of the survey
made for Charles Hale for Claim No. 40 in Report No. 3
of the Commissioners with a request that they would
send it to you in order that it might be corrected. You
describe the land as being Section 39, in Township 2 of
Range 3 E. and being the north half of sec. 22 in
Township 2 of Range 3 East by which it appears that
although you give the private claim a Sectional Num-
ber, you also describe it as being part of what would
have been its proper sectional numbers of these said
lands now private claims in the Township— If thisis the
manner in which you mean to designate the private and
public lands in your Surveying District—I hasten to
inform you that in all cases when there are private
claims in a Township, you must give each Tract a num-
ber as a section without any reference to what would be
its number if the Township was divided into 36 regular
sections— so that if there results part of the Township
being regular, Sections No. 1 to 6 should also include 3
private claims; that tier of sections would be numbered
from 1 to 9 and what would be regularly numbered, if
there were no private claims, as Section No. 7 will be
numbered as No. 10, and this difference in the numbers
of Sections must be continued through the Township by
which, if there were no other private claims in the
Township, the Section in the S.E. corner of the
Township will be designated as No. 39. You will please
correct the plat accordingly and also describe it in the
description contained in the body of this survey, by the
courses and distances of each line, and size, etc. of the
bearing trees. You will forward the Plat to the Register
and Receiver in order that it may accompany their Cer-
tificate

Surveying Department
General Land Office
7 May 1824

I am, very respectfully
your Obed’t Servent
Geo. Graham



P.S.1 also enclose an extract of a letter from Mr. Galla-
tin to Sur. Gen’l Briggs, dated 26 July 1803 of a copy
which was sent to the Reg. & Rec. at St. Helena in Aug’t
last with a request that they would furnish you with a
copy of it in relation to the numbering of the private
claims.

The matter being discussed was the numbering system
illustrated by Fig. 24. What Dinsmore did was basically what
was being done in Michigan and Missouri, but more nearly
what is the practice today. Dinsmore left all the normal
section numbers intact within the township and then gave
any private land claims that cropped up a tract number,
beginning with Tract 37. There certainly was no provision in
the land laws allowing a deviation of the section numbering
system called for in the Act of May 18, 1796.

On June 1, 1824, Graham notified Levin Wailes of his
dismissal from office and the appointment of George Davis to
replace him as “Surveyor of the Lands South of Tennessee.”
Also on June 1, 1824, Graham notified William Rector at St.
Louis of his dismissal from office, which was then held down
by William Milburn, chief clerk. William McRee was
appointed to replace Rector but couldn’t go to St. Louis im-
mediately. General William Clark was appointed Acting
Surveyor General in October and conducted the business
until McRee finally arrived and assumed the duties of Sur-
veyor General of Illinois and Missouri around May 17, 1825.

The Act of May 24,1824, 4 Stat. 34, provided for an optional
change in the mode of surveying lands fronting on water
courses. The complete act follows:

CHAP. CXLI.—An Act changing the mode of surveying
the public lands, on any river, lake,
bayou, or water-course.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa-
tives of the United States of America, in Congress
assembled, That, whenever, in the opinion of the Presi-
dent of the United States, a departure from the ordinary
mode of surveying land on any river, lake, bayou, or
water-course, would promote the public interest, he
may direct the surveyor general, in whose district such
land is situated, and where the change is intended to be
made, under such rules and regulations as the Presi-
dent may prescribe, to cause the lands thus situated, to
be surveyed in tracts of two acres in width, fronting on
any river, lake, bayou, or water-course, and running
back the depth of forty acres; which tracts of land, so
surveyed, shall be offered for sale entire, instead of in
half-quarter sections, and in the usual manner and on
the same terms, in all respects, as the other public lands
of the United States.
APPROVED, May 24, 1824

This act is a modification of the Act of March 3, 1811, which
applied only in the Orleans Territory. The 1811 act was for
tracts of 14.50 chains front (about 5 arpents) and 116.25
chains depth (about 40 arpents). The Act of 1824 applied to all
the public lands. The “two acres in width” was nearly 6.33
chains. A waterfront tract, surveyed according to this act,
would contain 80 acres, and was used extensively in
Louisiana but only sparingly in the north. A few years later,
aman in Michigan made application to purchase a tract to be
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surveyed according to this method; his application was re-
jected.

In Louisiana, many of the lands, even those within the
rectangular surveys, fronting on bayous were surveyed by
this method. The act was repealed December 16, 1930, 46
Stat. 1029.

On July 9, 1824, Commissioner Graham wrote to Robert A.
Butler at Nashville, Tennessee, forwarding his appointment
to the position of Surveyor General of Florida. Graham in-
structed Butler to begin the surveys “adjacent to the seat of
government, which is located in Gadsden County, and within
which tract of country it is understood that there are a few if
any private claims.” Graham went on to instruct Butler to
establish the initial point of the Tallahassee Meridian at the
southeast corner of the section selected by the Governor of
Florida as the seat of government under provisions of the Act
of May 4, 1824. Butler established the point later in 1824.T. 1
N.,R. 1 E., was later patented to General Marquis de Lafay-
ette for his services to the United States during the Revolu-
tionary War. The Tallahassee Meridian controls all the rec-
tangular surveys in Florida and a narrow strip in Alabama.

In 1825, another problem came up: the thousands of small
lakes in Michigan. Meigs had instructed Tiffin to meander
lakes which were ©5 or 6 miles in circumference,” but the
smaller lakes were not meandered; they were included in the
land area of a section and sold as land if a settler chose to buy
on those terms. Most settlers would not buy land containing a
lake, thereby paying $1.25 per acre for areas they couldn’t
farm.

The Register at Detroit wrote to Tiffin on March 24, 1825.
His letter stated the problem and contains the following
excerpt: “These lakes can be of no manner of use to anyone,
and the manner in which the survey has been made is a
virtual exclusion from market...” The Register requested
that small lakes be meandered and excluded from the land
area calculations.

Tiffin recommended to Graham that action be taken.
Graham was absent so John Moore passed the request on to
the Secretary of the Treasury, recommending that the ponds
and lakes be meandered and the sections lotted. Moore said
the lakes and ponds were 40 acres and upward in area but
recommended that the decision on what to meander should be
left to the discretion of Tiffin. Apparently approval was
given, because Tiffin had his deputy surveyors meander all
small lakes which were of “sufficient magnitude” and “would
not admit to be drained.” In many surveyed townships, he
sent the surveyors back to meander lakes and then corrected
the plats to exclude them from area calculations. The frac-
tional parts were listed with their areas on the plats, but were
not given lot numbers. After 1825, small lakes of 40 acres or
larger were meandered and very often the larger marshes
and swamps were excluded by meandering; the motive being
to promote land sales. Settlers didn’t want to pay for land
they couldn’t farm. Once again a decision was made without
benefit of a precise law and the whole matter would later
cause much litigation.

In 1826, the problem of erroneous surveys in Michigan first
appeared. Complaints were received of improper corner
markings and distorted section lines in the townships north
of the baseline in ranges 10 and 11 west. Those townships had
been surveyed in 1817 by Joseph Wampler. Tiffin reported to
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Graham that Wampler had become ill during the surveys,
which were then taken over by Wampler’s assistant sur-
veyor. Tiffin thought it possible some errors might exist but
that most of the complaints were unjustified and were only an
effort to discredit Wampler. Tiffin explained that he no
longer allowed the deputies to use assistant surveyors for any
reason. Tiffin’s explanation was accepted. But what wasn’t
known was the existence of iron ore deposits in the Michigan
Peninsula. This fact and the inability of Tiffin to ever ex-
amine any of the field work led to many bad surveys in
Michigan. The surveyors were either careless, dishonest, or
both. In the 1840’s and early 1850’s, 341 townships were
resurveyed. Most of them were in the Lower Peninsula north
of Saginaw Bay and about 25 townships were in the Upper
Peninsula. Tiffin was made aware of the erroneous and
fraudulent surveys in 1826 but had no power to correct the
situation. He had no funds for corrective work and had to
depend upon the honesty of his deputies. Most of the bad
surveys, needing resurvey, were made after Tiffin left office.
The accusations against Wampler may not have had any real
merit other than the fact that his surveys were somewhat
wild. Ohio was a rich State and Michigan a Territory. The
Toledo Strip boundary issue, the Fulton-Harris lines, was a
hot matter. The Surveyors were foreigners from Ohio. There
was much political agitation to have the surveys made by
Michigan men and to have a Surveyor General in Michigan.
So whether Wampler was anything less than an honest sur-
veyor is very questionable.

On January 20, 1826, Graham wrote to George Davis at
Washington, Mississippi, concerning fractional sections and
subdivisions of them. The following is extracted from that
letter:

Sir,

“In relation to the subdivision of fract. sections which
formed the subject of your two letters of the 9th and
19th, ult. Ireply, that prior to the act of Congress passed
on the 24th of April 1820... fractional sections were
not liable to be subdivided. It is here proper to premise
that the technical meaning of a “fractional section” is a
tract of land not bounded by sectional lines on all sides,
in consequence of the intervention of a navigable
stream or some other boundary recognized by law, and
containing a less quantity than six hundred & forty
acres.

Tracts of land bounded on all sides by sectional lines
& containing a less quantity than six hundred & forty
acres are not fractional sections known to the law, &
therefore are not to be treated as such.

The act of Congress passed on the 24th Apr. 1820
provides for the subdivision of quarter sections into half
quarter sections, by lines running North & South, and
also provides that the corners & contents of half quarter
sections which are to be sold after the 30th June 1820,
shall be ascertained in the manner & on the principles
directed and prescribed by the 2nd Section of an act. . .
passed on the 11th day of Feb. 1805. ..

It was never contemplated by the Act of 24th Apr.
1820, that the lines dividing quarter sections, into half
quarter sections, should be actually surveyed, at the
expense of the United States....”
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The letter then goes on to repeat the requirements of the
circular of June 10, 1820, and also directs Davis to make an
80-acre subdivision by either a north-south or east-west line
in fractional sections against water boundaries wherever a
full 80 can be had and to leave the remainder as a fractional
lot. The result was that there were many more small frac-
tions left after the full half-quarter section was designated,
such as the “E %2 SW Y4 Sec. 19” (80 acres) and “Fract. W 14
SW ¥4 Sec. 19” containing perhaps 38 acres or perhaps only
five acres. Graham’s definition of fractional section was used
by the commissioners thereafter, as was the lotting proce-
dure, until 1832.

In 1827, the subject of island surveys began to become a
matter of greater importance. In May 1827, Tiffin contracted
for the survey of Bois Blanc Island in Lake Huron, “in the
strait of Michilimackinac.” The rectangular system was not
yet extended that far north, and Tiffin thought it impractical
to attempt surveying the island into townships and sections.
He thought the island was about 20 miles long and 2 to 3
miles wide. He instructed Lucius Lyon to survey the island
into lots according to the Act of May 24, 1824, i.e., lots of 2
acres frontage and 40 acres depth. Tiffin’s special instruc-
tions for the survey were extensive and detailed. Actually,
the island was surveyed with a baseline down the middle and
rectangular sections laid off perpendicular to the baseline;
the tracts were given section numbers.

On March 2, 1827, 4 Stat. 236, Congress had authorized
Tiffin to have the north boundary of Indiana surveyed, to be
paid for from public land survey funds. Tiffin contracted with
E. P. Kendrick, a former clerk in his office, for that boundary
survey, which Kendrick did in the fall of 1827. The rectangu-
lar surveys were then closed against that State boundary.

In December 1827, the Surveyor General’s office at Flor-
ence, Alabama, burned with the loss of the plats and field
notes of the surveys that were made under that office, a
catastrophe which could have been foreseen. The Symmes
Purchase records had burned in 1810, and the British had
burned the GLO building in 1814, so fire was always a possi-
bility. The Surveyor General of Alabama had sent copies of
some of the field notes to Washington, and, of course, copies of
all plats including the descriptive notes of the surveyed
townships. The commissioner was able to make copies of
those records, but the field notes of most of the townships
were lost; they had to be resurveyed to obtain the field notes.

In 1833, Commissioner Elijjah Hayward reported these
facts to the Congress and recommended that copies of all field
notes be sent to Washington. In 1834 and ensuing years,
Congress appropriated funds to pay for clerks to copy all field
note books in each Surveyor General’s office. These copies
were sent to Washington, and copies of both the plats and
field notes have beeén sent to Washington ever since. The
descriptive notes of the townships continued to be sent to the
land offices, along with their plats, at least until 1910. The
only remnant remaining of the old descriptive notes is the
General Description at the end of the present-day field notes
and the summaries at the end of the miles of original surveys.

The townships in Alabama which had been completely sold
before 1827 were not resurveyed. As a result, no field notes
exist to this day for many townships in that state. Although
the term “resurvey” was used, not very many of the Alabama
townships were actually resurveyed as that term was under-
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Figure 33. Alabama Township — Original Plat
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Figure 34. Alabama Township — Lines Retraced After Fire.
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stood at that time. In fact, the commissioner later directed
that the term resurvey should not be used, rather that the
work to be done was a retracing of the original survey solely
for the purpose of replacing the field notes lost in the fire.
This retracing continued at least into the late 1840’s. The
surveyor reran the old lines, returned the distances to
topography and distances as he found them to be between the
corners, and described the corners and bearing trees. So
although actually a retracement, the work was more on the
order of a dependent resurvey as we use that expression
today. Figs. 33 and 34 are copies of the plats of T. 7N, R. 5 E.,
St. Stephens Meridian. The original survey was made during
Thomas Freeman’s tenure and the retracement survey was
made in 1848. The differences are apparent. Almost all the
townships retraced were in the St. Stephens Meridian net-
work.

The Illinois-Indiana boundary began causing problems in
1827. In 1818, Tiffin proposed closing the Second Principal
Meridian surveys against the State boundary. In 1819, that
boundary north from the Wabash was surveyed by John
McDonald. On October 12, 1824, Tiffin reported that he was
leaving the tenth range west undone until he had more in-
formation. He believed that Rector had extended the Indiana
surveys over into Illinois, which proved to be true. Apparent-
ly the problem was one of jurisdiction and land sales.

The Illinois-Indiana boundary passes through R. 10 W. of
the Second Principal Meridian; the range was surveyed as
being full with no regard for the State boundary. The Sur-
veyor General of Illinois, Missouri, and Arkansas, William
McRee, in 1827, was responsible for Illinois, and Tiffin was
responsible for Indiana.

Land sales had to be identified by State as well as by
township, range, and section. The State boundary was sur-
veyed. But where was it in relationship to the rectangular
surveys? And who was to find out, Tiffin or McRee? Where
was the funding? The surveys had already been executed and
paid for once.

Congress finally appropriated funds in 1833 for the divi-
sion of the tenth range as divided by the State boundary.
Each Surveyor General contracted for the work on his side of
the line. The whole problem caused the Surveyors General to
be very cautious in later years. They held the rectangular
surveys in abeyance until the State boundaries were sur-
veyed and then closed against the established boundary.

This is not to say that problems never occurred again;
similar boundary problems occurred later in Florida and
more recently in California-Nevada, but they were due to
boundary changes or disputes. The Illinois-Indiana boundary
established the policy of the State boundary survey preceding
the rectangular surveys.

Letters dated April 24, 1828, notified George Davis of his
termination and the appointment of James P. Turner to re-
place him as Surveyor of the Land South of Tennessee, at
Washington, Mississippi. Turner had been Principal Deputy
at St. Helena, Louisiana, prior to his appointment to be
Surveyor General; but on September 24, 1829, William S.
Hamilton was appointed to replace Turner. Hamilton de-
clined the job, and Joseph Dunbar was notified of his appoint-
ment to the position on December 23, 1829.

By the Act of May 23, 1828, 4 Stat. 289, Congress appropri-
ated $25,000 for removal of the Great Raft in the Red River, a
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navigable stream, in Louisiana and Arkansas. This great log
jam had been in progress for centuries; as flood waters depos-
ited logs against the upper end, the main channel was block-
ed. It flooded the surrounding country, creating large shallow
lakes and swamps. Most of the lakes were meandered during
the original surveys. The log jams impeded and/or made
navigation of the river impossible. With removal of the Great
Raft over a period of many years these lakes were drained,
causing many complex problems in the adjoining surveys
because of State sovereignty over beds of navigable waters,
riparian rights, omitted lands, fraudulent or erroneous
meanders, and dried up lake surveys.

On May 26, 1829, Edward Tiffin was notified to surrender
his office to William Lytle. Tiffin was in ill health; William
Lytle was officially commissioned Survey General of Ohio,
Indiana, and the Territory of Michigan on July 3, 1829. Tiffin
died at his home in Chillicothe, Ohio, on August 9, 1829; thus
ended the career of a doctor-turned-politician who was never
a surveyor, but who had so ably guided the rectangular sys-
tem of land surveying during a developing period that his
name is still well known by all surveyors who work with that
system. Jared Mansfield died on February 3, 1830; thus
passed the two men who had such a profound influence on
bringing the system into full bloom.

The Years After Tiffin, 1829-1836

The first action Lytle took was to move the Surveyor
General’s office to Cincinnati where it remained until moved
to Detroit. During his short tenure in office, Lytle made no
significant improvements in the rectangular system.

On May 29, 1830, 4 Stat. 417, Congress provided for the
protection of any persons engaged in surveying the public
lands or private land claims. If any forcible opposition was
offered to any deputy surveyor, the President could order the
marshal of the district to provide protection. This act is now
codified in 43 U.S.C. 774.

Also on May 29, 1830, 4 Stat. 420, Congress granted a
limited preemption to existing settlers or squatters on the
public lands. The squatters were the persons “offering forci-
ble opposition” to the public land surveys. By granting
preemption, Congress temporarily removed the reason to
oppose the surveys.

In July 1830, Graham was removed from office and John
Moore became Acting Commissioner. On September 30,
1830, Elijah Hayward replaced Graham as Commissioner of
the GLO. Andrew Jackson had become President of the
United States, and his administration is attributed with the
slogan “To the victor goes the spoils.” Jackson introduced the
spoils system in government in which most government offi-
cials were appointed on the basis of political affiliation rather
than ability. Hayward was the first commissioner to serve
under the system and soon let his power be known.

By letter dated October 26, 1830, Hayward ordered Butler
in Florida to have the island of Key West surveyed. He was to
meander the island, both at high tide and at low tide, show
the area between both lines as well as the area of the island,
and survey a private land claim on the island. Hayward
thought that not knowing the location of Key West by
township and range wouldn’t make any difference.

By another letter of some date, Hayward ordered Butler to
survey only the exterior boundaries of townships that didn’t



contain good land. If a township did contain good land, the
whole township, not just part of it, would be subdivided.
Connections were to be accurately made to all private claims,
and swamps and ponds were to be distinctly shown on the
plat, both by letters and colors. Nearly identical instructions
were sent to Lytle in Cincinnati.

Surveying Key West without tying to the rectangular net
was not a new idea. Tiffin proposed the same procedure for
Bois Blanc Island. But the idea of showing swamps by both
lettering and coloring the swamp area was something new.

On February 25, 1831, Gideon Fitz was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General at Washington, Missis-
sippi, replacing Dunbar.

On March 3, 1831, 4 Stat. 492, Congress authorized the
establishment of the office of Surveyor General in Donald-
sonville, Louisiana. H. Browse Triste was commissioned to
that position on June 15, 1831, and soon opened the office.

The lands south of Tennessee were now divided into the
surveying districts of Alabama, Mississippi, Florida, and
Louisiana, but Fitz still carried the title of Surveyor of the
Lands South of Tennessee. He soon became just the Surveyor
General of Mississippi in the correspondence.

On March 18, 1831, William Lytle died at Cincinnati.
Samuel Williams filled in until April 13,1831, when Micajah
T. Williams took office as Surveyor General of Ohio, Indiana,
and Michigan Territory.

On April 10, 1831, Fitz reported that Turner had let a
contract for a township resurvey north of the Red River in
Louisiana. Also the original surveyor had set off the magnet-
ic declination as 9° W. instead of 9° E.; therefore, all lines had
been originally run 17° or 18° off cardinal, causing a need for
resurvey. When the deputy submitted his field notes of the
resurvey, Fitz wanted to know if he had authority to pay for
the resurvey and authority to order resurveys generally.
Hayward answered the inquiry on July 26, 1831, telling Fitz
to send diagrams showing the differences between the two
surveys and to have the second survey “critically examined”
to see that all original corners had been destroyed and to send
the evidences to Hayward for a decision. The letter then went
on to say, in part:

“In the absence of any specific provisions of law on the
subject of resurveys, it is exceedingly difficult to say to
what extent the Executive can exercise a discretionary
power. That authority does exist in the Department to
correct errors in Surveying public lands, I am fully
satisfied of, and would not hesitate to exercise said
authority within reasonable limits where the necessity
for so doing in order to subserve the public interests was
so apparent as to being the object within the undoubted
jurisdiction and legitimate authority of the Depart-
ment. But on the other hand, where the errors are of a
character & magnitude exceeding that which should
exist in the ordinary course of business. . . where they
have grown out of gross ignorance, or willful neglect of
those in whom confidence has been reposed for the due
execution of the public service, then, according to my
views of duty, the subject is beyond the limits of the
Executives discretion & requires the express interfer-
ence of the national legislature, and probably an in-
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creased appropriation of public money to meet the ex-
igency.

Therefore, before the Department can determine the
extent of its authority to order resurveys, it will require
from you the most satisfactory and detailed information
both as to the extent of the required resurveys and the
Specific causes which render the same necessary. Under
any circumstances such report would be required,
whether the Department should act on the subject, or
application be made to the Congress to authorize a rem-
edy.

In your Report on this subject you will carefully dis-
criminate between the correction of erroneous surveys,
and the necessity for retracing old lines where the
marks & figures have been obliterated by age, or de-
stroyed by accident, or design.

In conclusion I have to state that no person is here-
after to be employed as a Deputy Surveyor without
giving bond and Security for the faithful discharge of
his duty in double the amount of the value of the
contract. . . and no person is to be employed as a Deputy
Surveyor who has not given practical evidence of his
Skill in Surveying, and who cannot produce the most
satisfactory evidence of his moral integrity. Without a
rigid attention to the requisites the public interest will
be compromised.

I am
E. Hayward

It would appear that what Hayward was saying is that in
retracing old lines or on minor resurveys, the Surveyor
General had authority to do them. But on anything major,
such as a whole township or in case of gross errors, the facts
should be reported to the Commissioner who would decide
whether to approve a resurvey on his own authority or sub-
mit the matter to Congress for approval and funding. Quite
clearly Hayward was trying to deal with a complex problem
and establish some sort of policy on resurveys. Nothing in the
statutes even considered resurveys as a blanket item. Surely
the Commissioner could order a corrective resurvey of public
lands, if funding was available, up until such time as entries
were made or patents issued based on the original survey.
But very seldom did gross errors or fraud show up until after
settlers were in the area and couldn’t find the survey corners
or otherwise discovered wild survey lines. As a general policy
the lands weren’t open till surveyed and opened to entry and
sale; by the time errors were discovered entries had already
been made.

On July 27, 1831, Hayward directed Fitz to begin the
surveys in the Chickasaw Cession in northern Mississippi.
The Choctaw surveys were to be extended via a guide merid-
ian between ranges 10 and 11 east, of the Choctaw base.
When it reached the north boundary of T. 14 N., a guide
baseline (standard parallel) was to be run east and west
between townships 14 and 15 north. The townships and
ranges would all refer to the Choctaw system. Had these
orders been followed, there would not have been a Chickasaw
Meridian System in Mississippi.

On July 28, 1831, Hayward sent very long instructions to
Fitz, directing Fitz in the manner in which the public land



surveys would be made and ordered Fitz to prepare instruc-
tions for the deputies. Nearly the same letter was sent as a
circular on September 23, 1831, to the other Surveyors
General: William McRee, St. Louis; John Coffee, Florence,
Alabama; Micajah T. Williams, Cincinnati; Robert Butler,
Florida, and H. Browse Triste, Louisiana. The circular was
also sent to James S. Conway on July 6, 1832, after he was
appointed Surveyor General at Little Rock, Arkansas.

Gideon Fitz was the first to respond to Hayward’s order. In
December 1831, Fitz issued his Instructions for Surveying in
the State of Mississippi. Fitz directed that the townships be
subdivided in a manner which resulted in the half-mile posts,
supposedly quarter-section corners. By the method of run-
ning the lines, many of the half-mile posts were not quarter-
section corners because they were not established according
to the law. Fitz also introduced bark scribing of bearing trees
and numerous other changes in methods. His instructions
are reproduced in the Appendix.

The Surveyor General of Arkansas Territory, James S.
Conway, prepared his Instructions to Deputy Surveyors, in
1833. Those instructions followed the pattern of the instruc-
tions issued by Tiffin in 1815. Over the next 20 years, sur-
veying instructions were issued by nearly all the Surveyors
General in one form or another; some used the same instruc-
tions issued by a fellow Surveyor General. Instructions were
issued for Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan, 1833; Illinois and
Missouri, 1834; Arkansas, 1837, Florida, 1842; Arkansas,
1843; Wisconsin and Iowa, 1846; Ohio, Indiana, and Michi-
gan, 1850; Florida, 1850; Wisconsin and Iowa, 1851; and
Tllinois and Missouri, 1856. Hayward’s order to issue written
instructions to the deputy surveyors started the whole series
of instructions which evolved into a standard Manual of
Surveying Instructions, applicable to all, in 1855. But during
the period, each Surveyor General had his individual concept
of how the surveys should be performed in his area of author-
ity; most stayed within the letter of the law, as they inter-
preted that law.

In monumentation, platting, distance between correction
lines, field notes, tree markings, and similar items there
were differences. Each set of these instructions should be
examined for the differences (see Appendix).

By letter dated August 18, 1831, Hayward instructed
Micajah T. Williams at Cincinatti and McRee at St. Louis to
extend the Fourth Principal Meridian north to the north
boundary of Illinois and on the same direction into what is
now Wisconsin. The north boundary of Illinois was surveyed
by Lucius Lyon in 1831-32. The meridian was extended to the
Illinois boundary in 1831, and an initial point was estab-
lished. The baseline for the new surveys in Wisconsin was the
north boundary of Illinois. In 1832, Lucius Lyon, Deputy
Surveyor, ran the extended Fourth Principal Meridian into
Wisconsin and surveyed T. 1 N., R. 1 W, in what is now that
State. All of the townships in Wisconsin are numbered north
from its south boundary and east or west of the Fourth Prin-
cipal Meridian, which was not, however, extended as a sepa-
rate line. Rather, it was surveyed as township boundaries as
the surveys progressed. An unusual fact about the Wisconsin
surveys is the spacing of the correction lines. On August 12,
1880, Commissioner James A. Williamson wrote the follow-
ing letter in part to Rose C. Smart, at Oshkosh, Wisconsin:

FaYay

Madam,

“Your communication of the 4th instant, making in-
quiry about the 5th Correction line in Wisconsin has
been received.

In the early period of surveying operations, and while
the same were still in the hands, and under the control
of the Surveyor General, correction lines were made at
every ten townships in certain surveying districts, of
which Wisconsin was one, as approximating an even
number of townships, to the length of a degree of lati-
tude. They were run in such a manner that a true length
of eighty chains was to be found midway between any
two correction lines, — which necessitated the marking
of a reduced length for a township on the south side and
an increased length on the north side of the correction
line, to accomodate the convergence.

The fifth correction in Wisconsin was placed at (6) six
townships, because if laid at ten (10) townships, it would
have shortened the possible actual measurement to
much—by reason of its running into Lake Superior and
thus have defeated the very object for which it was
intended. . .”

From the letter it appears that the township boundaries in
Wisconsin may have been surveyed increasing or decreasing
the six-mile length, depending upon where the boundary was
inrelation to the correction line or standard parallel. Only an
examination of the field notes would reveal the true situa-
tion; if so, this was another early method of trying to deal
with convergency.

On April 5, 1832, 4 Stat. 503, Congress passed the last
major act affecting the system of rectangular surveys which
provides for the sale of public lands in units down to quarter-
quarter sections, the one-sixteen section of 40 acres or a lot.
The entire act follows:

CHAP. LXV.—An Act supplementary to the several
laws for the sale of public lands. (a)

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representa-
tives of the United States of America, in Congress
assembled, That from and after the first day May next,
all the publiclands of the United States, when offered at
private sale, may be purchased at the option of the
purchaser, either in entire sections, half sections, quar-
ter sections, half-quarter sections, or quarter-quarter
sections; and in every case of a division of a half-quarter
section, the line for division thereof shall run east and
west, and the corners and contents of quarter-quarter
sections, which may thereafter be sold, shall be ascer-
tained as nearly as may be, in the manner, and on the
principles, directed and prescribed by the second section
of an act, entitled “An act concerning the mode of sur-
veying the public lands of the United States,” Passed on
the eleventh day of February, eighteen hundred and
five; and fractional sections, containing fewer or more
than one hundred and sixty acres, shall in a like man-
ner, as nearly as may be practicable, be subdivided into
quarter-quarter sections, under such rules and regula-
tions as may be prescribed by the Secretary of the Trea-
sury: Provided, That this act shall not be construed to
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alter any special provision made by law for the sale of
land in town lots: And provided also, That no person
shall be permitted to enter more than one half-quarter
section of land under this act, in quarter-quarter sec-
tions, in his own name or in the name of any other
person, and in no case, unless he intends it for cultiva-
tion, or for the use of his improvement. And the person
making application to make an entry under this act
shall file his and her affidavit, under such regulations
as the Secretary of the Treasury may prescribe, that he
or she makes the entry in his or her own name, for his or
her own benefit, and not in trust for another: Provided,
further, That all actual settlers, being housekeepers
upon the public lands, shall have the right of pre-
emption to enter, within six months after the passage of
this act, not exceeding the quantity of one half-quarter
section, under the provisions of this act, to include his or
their improvements, under such regulations as have
been, or may be prescribed by the Secretary of the

Treasury; and in cases where two persons shall live

upon the same quarter section, subject to be entered

under the provisions of this act, each shall have the
right to enter that quarter-quarter section which in-
cludes his improvements.

APPROVED, April 5, 1832.

Since passage of this act, the 40-acre aliquot part or frac-
tional lot has been the smallest legal subdivision and it is the
basis of the present-day platting system. The requirement
that, “in every case of a division of a half-quarter section, the
line of the division thereof shall run east and west,” was
directly opposite the Act of April 24, 1820. Apparently that
provision applied only to land sales, not to the survey plats. It
should be remembered that these section subdivisional lines
were not ordinarily surveyed by the government. That job
was left to the District Surveyors and later to the county
surveyors. The subdivision of the quarter section had to be
done according to the Act of February 11, 805, i.e., midpoint
and intersection of centerlines.

On May 8, 1832, Hayward issued a circular (see Appendix)
to the Surveyors General, prescribing the methods and proce-
dures to be used in platting the townships in accordance with
this act. Fig. 35 is a sketch of a township in Michigan, sur-
veyed and platted after passage of the 1832 act.

On December 30, 1836, Commissioner Ethan A. Brown
chastised Surveyor General Henry S. Foote at Jackson, Mis-
sissippi, about his platting procedures, sent him a copy of the
circular of May 8, 1832, and a copy of the plat of T. 30 N., R. 8
W., Second Principal Meridian, Indiana, and said that the
Indiana plat (Fig. 36) was an excellent example of proper
platting. The plat not only shows the proper lotting but also
the swamps, marshes, and ponds, and the listing at the bot-
tom per the circular of August 4, 1823, and the letter sent to
Butler and Lytle on October 26, 1830, which directed the
showing of swamps.

On June 15, 1832, Hayward wrote to McRee in St. Louis
notifying him that Elias T. Langham had been appointed to
replace McRee as Surveyor General of Missouri and [ilinois.
McRee had been nominated to survey the boundary between
the United States and Mexico.

The Act of June 15, 1832, 4 Stat. 531, created the Office of
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Surveyor General for the Territory of Arkansas. James S.
Conway was was officially commissioned on June 30, 1832,
and established his office at Little Rock.

By letters of May 2 and June 25, 1832, Hayward instructed
John Coffee at Florence, Alabama, to survey the lands in the
recent Creek Cession in Alabama. The area to be surveyed
was near the middle of the State with the St. Stephens Merid-
ian surveys to the south and Huntsville Meridian system to
the north. Coffee was to run a guide meridian north between
ranges 21 and 22 east, St. Stephens Meridian to the north
boundary of T. 24 N, then run a guide baseline east to near
the State line but not too close against that line until the
Alabama-Georgia boundary was finally decided. The guide
baseline was to be run west eventually to the Mississippi
boundary. All St. Stephens surveys to the south would close
upon this guide baseline. The Huntsville system was to have
a guide meridian run south between ranges 7 and 8 east to
the above guide baseline and be closed there. Coffee didn't
want to do it that way but Hayward prevailed. Thus, a
straight east-west line was surveyed to close the two rec-
tangular systems within the single State. Similar methods
were to be later used in California and Colorado.

The Act of July 9, 1832, 4 Stat. 564, created the Office of
Commissioner of Indian Affairs under the Secretary of War,
where it remained until 1849. The office was necessary in
order to have someone in charge of the complexities involved
with the many Indian treaties and the moving of the Choc-
taw, Chickasaw, Creek, Cherokee, Seminole, and other Indi-
an tribes to the Indian Territory, which is now part of Okla-
homa.

The Act of March 2, 1833, 4 Stat. 663, ordered the Office of
Surveyor of the Lands South of Tennessee moved to Jackson,
Mississippi, effective April 1, 1833. Thereafter the holder of
that office was called the Surveyor of Mississippi. Fitz moved
the office to Jackson in July 1833.

A letter dated April 10, 1833, was addressed to “John Bell,
Esq., Sur. Gen., efc. for the Chickasaw Cession (care of John
Coffee, S. Gen. at Florence, Ala).” The letter directed Bell, a
Deputy Surveyor working for Coffee, to begin the surveys in
the recent Chickasaw Cession in northern Mississippi. He set
up a separate office for those surveys at Pontotoc, Mississippi,
located within the Chickasaw cession. In later letters, he was
sometimes addressed as “John Bell, Sur. Gen., Pontotoc,
Miss.” although he was more a Principal Deputy, working
more or less independently from the office at Jackson.

The Mississippi field notes indicate that the initial point of
the Chickasaw Meridian was established August 28,1833, on
the east bank of the Wolf River and on the south boundary of
Tennessee, by John Thomson, Deputy Surveyor. The notes
indicate that the State boundary used was run by “General
Winchester.” From that point, the basis meridian for the
Chickasaw surveys was extended due south. The plat of T’ 1
S.,R.1W., indicates that the east boundary was surveyed by
Thomson, the south and west boundaries by John Ralston,
and the subdivisional lines by John Hudspeth. The plat was
approved in 1834 by John Bell, “Surveyor of Lands in Missis-
sippi ceded by the Chickasaws.” Thus, Mississippi contains
all or part of six different meridian systems, second only to
Ohio for the distinction of having the most complexities in the
public lands surveys.



On June 8, 1833, Hayward wrote the following letter to
Micajah T. Williams, Surveyor General at Cincinnati:

Sir,

In relation to the revision by Mr. Hervey Parke of the
Survey of Town. 1 8., of Range 7 E. in the Territory of
Michigan, I have to remark, that insasmuch as nearly
the whole of the land in said township has been sold, and
a portion thereof patented, it is not perceived how this
office can now apply any remedy for the erroneous sur-
vey.

If, however, the purchasers in that township will all
enter into a formal agreement that the vacant lines
shall be run out, and that quarter Sectional corners
shall be established, where there are now none, adopt-
ing the Section corners and marked lines where they are
found, and to abide by the result of a resurvey, and will
moreover agree to pay for the excesses of land that may
be found in any quarter Section (the Government being
bound to refund in cases where deficiencies shall be
discovered if a resurvey be ordered) and all be willing to
surrender the patents which have, or will be issued on
the existing survey, then, and under no other circum-
stances, can the subject be considered by the Depart-
ment.

Iam
E. Hayward

If ever a resurvey caused argument, T. 1 S., R. 7 E., Michi-
gan was that township. The actual resurvey was not made
until 1844 and will be discussed in its proper order in history.
It is extremely questionable whether Hayward had any au-
thority whatever to commit the government to a refund if
quarter sections were less than 160 acres. That statement
was a direct contravention of the Act of February 11, 1805,
which made the contents returned by the Surveyor General
the true contents regardless of what a later survey might
find.

James W. Weakley was officially commissioned by letter
dated July 20, 1833, to be Surveyor General of Alabama,
replacing “the late General Coffee.” Coffee died July 7, 1833.

On February 24, 1834, Henry T. Williams was notified of
his official commission to be Surveyor General of Louisiana,
replacing H. Browse Triste.

On June 3, 1834, Hayward wrote to Fitz in Mississippi
concerning platting procedures. The following remarks are
extracted from that letter:

“When a tract of Country is surveyed, I am decidedly in
favor of giving the private claims therein Sectional
numbers, as has been done in the Southern States
generally; but when, as in the cases in question, the
claims are laid down after the land has been surveyed
into regular Sections as public lands, then I think it will
be proper to adopt the course now pursued in Carver’s
Surveys, of designating the portions thereof in the dif-
ferent regular Sections, as Lots, having particular
numbers. ..”

Carver was the deputy who had executed the survey of
some private claims in a surveyed township. The renumber-
ing of all the sections seemed unreasonable to Fitz so he
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designated the private claims as lots and Hayward gave his
conditional approval. Presumably the fractions of the sec-
tions lying outside the claims would have been given lot
numbers. Why they didn’t give the claim a tract number as a
whole unit instead of perhaps four lot numbers is unex-
plained.

The Act of June 28, 1834, 4 Stat. 701, attached all the lands
west of the Mississippi, east of the Missouri River, and north
of the State of Missouri to the Territory of Michigan. At that
point, the Michigan Territory included all of what is now the
States of Michigan, Wisconsin, lowa, Minnesota, and about
half of North and South Dakota.

On July 8, 1834, Hayward notified R. M. Williamson of his
appointment to replace Gideon Fitz as Surveyor General at
Jackson, Mississippi. Williamson took charge of the Missis-
sippi office on August 16, 1834, On March 23, 1835, Hayward
notified Williamson that his appointment had been rejected
by the Senate. Surveyors General were appointed by the
President but the appointment had to be confirmed by the
Senate. Hayward ordered Williamson to close the office, that
he should box up all the records and documents, turn them
over to the Register of the Jackson Land Office, and discharge
his clerks. That office remained closed until 1836.

On April 23, 1835, Robert T. Lytle, William Lytle’s son,
replaced Micajah T. Williams as Surveyor General at Cincin-
nati.

On July 24, 1835, Ethan Allen Brown was appointed Com-
missioner of the GLO, replacing Elijah Hayward. Brown was
an extremely capable and intelligent man who had the re-
spect of all who knew him.

On September 21, 1835, Lytle wrote to Brown about the
problems encountered with surveying some of the old two-
mile blocks in Ohio. Brown replied on October 29, 1835. The
following is extracted from that letter:

“I concur in your representation of the expediency of
subdividing “the two mile blocks”, as they are called, in
certain townships in the northern part of the Cincinnati
land district, and which are designated in your prede-
cessor’s letter of 29th November last: —but entertain
apprehension of much embarrassment resulting to the
purchasers and Settlers on those lands from a Survey of
the lines intermediate between the two mile distances
already Surveyed, unless, indeed, they have made their
improvements under the advice of County Surveyors, so
as to be their appropriate limits when an official Survey
shall be made.

It is readily to be conceived that any Survey on the
principles established by law, which would materially
interfere with the improvements, (whether fields in cul-
tivation, fences, dwellings or out houses of the present
owners) would be regarded by all parties interested as a
great evil. The want of precise information as to the
effect that a Survey would have on the improvements
existing, is the reason why an order has not heretofore
been issued from this Department.

Under these circumstances I would desire a Report
from the Surveyor of the County as the manner in which
the Settlers have made their improvements—and
which I request you will furnish as soon as convenient.

Inasmuch as most of the lands referred to have been



sold many years ago, and no doubt are now in the hands
of agriculturalists, it may be ascertained to be imprac-
ticable to apply the ordinary principles of Surveying the
public lands to these tracts without producing great
confusion and embarrassment to the Settlers in divid-
ing their improvements among tracts different from
those designated by the original entry.

Rather than Subject this meritorious class of our
citizens to anticipated embarrassment of such a charac-
ter, [ would prefer an application to Congress for such
(dispensation) of, or departure from, the ordinary mode
of Surveying as would Secure to each individual the
boundaries of the particular tract or quantity of land
which he had under cultivation, and believed to be his
own, although the quantity might either rather exceed,
or be alittle less than than for which payment was made
to the United States, and leaving any excess or deficien-
cies to be Settled and arranged according to the cir-
cumstances of the case. —In this way each individual
would Secure his farm, and no injury whatever result to
the public survey.

I therefore have to refer the whole subject back for
your further consideration and report.

Very respectfully
Ethan A. Brown

This letter is significant because Brown was attempting to
come to grips with the “bona fide rights of claimants.” The
exteriors of the two-mile blocks had been surveyed by the
government but not subdivided by actual survey into four
sections. Entries were made and the lands occupied, but some
public land still remained. If the settlers had these sections
surveyed and subdivided according to law, shouldn’t the
county surveyors’ work stand, even if the lines might be
located in a slightly different place by a government survey
at this time? Even if the blocks hadn’t been subdivided by a
surveyor, the people had improvements established probably
in good faith. Should conditions acceptable to the settlers be
now disturbed by a government survey made strictly accord-
ing to the law? Brown realized that he probably did not have
authority to give away any rights of the government,; there-
fore, such authority would have to be given by an act of
Congress. Just as Hayward, Brown’s predecessor, tried to
deal with the touchy matter of resurveys on April 10, 1831,
Brown was trying to come to a decision on the matter of
occupancy in good faith based on a valid entry and patent.
Unfortunately, no evidence was found on how the problem
was resolved.

The year 1835 would prove to be a landmark year in the
execution of the rectangular public land surveys. William A.
Burt invented his “True Meridian Finding” instrument,
since known as Burt’s Solar Compass. Burt had contracted
for public land surveys in Michigan beginning in 1833 and
found that iron ore deposits made needle compass surveying
nearly impossible. He invented his solar attachment and in
1835, had it built by William J. Young of Philadelphia. It was
patented on February 25, 1836. He used it on surveys in
Michigan in 1835 and thereafter. The Burt Solar Compass
made possible the accurate extension of the rectangular sys-
tem of surveying in the iron ore regions and throughout the
western United States.
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The Act of April 20, 1836, 5 Stat. 10, created the Territory
of Wisconsin, most of the old Michigan Territory lying west of
the present boundaries of the State of Michigan. The Sur-
veyor General at Cincinnati remained responsible for the
public land surveys in the new territory.

On May 6, 1836, Edward Cross was notified of his appoint-
ment to be Surveyor General at Little Rock, replacing Con-
way.

On May 14, 1836, Daniel Dunklin was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of Illinois and Missouri
at St. Louis, replacing Langham.

On June 3, 1836, Henry S. Foote was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of the Lands South of
Tennessee. The letter ordered him to retrieve the records and
reopen the office at Jackson, Mississippi.

The Act of June 15, 1836, 5 Stat. 49, provided for the
admission of Michigan to the Union. The south boundary was
fixed as the Harris or northerly line, surveyed in 1817. Michi-
gan was admitted January 26, 1837.

AlsoondJune 15,1836, 5 Stat. 50, the State of Arkansas was
admitted to the Union, reduced to the area within her present
boundaries.

The Act of July 4, 1836, 5 Stat. 107, drafted by Brown,
reorganized the GLO. It says, in part:

“That from and after the passage of this act, the execu-
tive duties. . . appertaining to the Surveying and sale of
the public lands. . . shall be subject to the Supervision
and Control of the Commissioner of the General Land
Office...”

Sec. 2 of the act authorizes appointment of a “Principal
Clerk of the Public Lands” and a ‘Principal Clerk of Private
Land Claims.” The third section provides for a:

“Principal Clerk of the Surveys, whose duty it shall be
to direct and superintend the making of surveys, the
returns thereof, and all matters relating thereto, which
are done through the offices of the Surveyor
General;...”

Secs. 4 and 5 of the act provide for a Recorder of the GLO
and a Solicitor to provide the Commissioner with legal
advice. It makes clear that the Commissioner was the boss,
although the Principal Clerk of Surveys handled most of the
surveying problems.

John Moore was appointed to the position. Most of the
instructions and letters to the Surveyors General and the
public relating to surveys were written by the Principal
Clerk and signed by the commissioner.

This act brought the public land surveys under a tighter
control by the officials in Washington who did not institute
any drastic reforms immediately. But the act did let everyone
know who as in authority, and made into law those reforms
which Elijah Hayward had made unilaterally. The Surveyors
General continued in a semi-autonomous role, even though
the Commissioner had more control.

THE PERIOD 1836 — 1849

The public land sales were at a peak in 1836. In 1883,
Donaldson reported that the revenue from public land sales
in 1836 exceeded 25 million dollars. Many of the States were



deeply in debt, caused primarily by canal-building projects.
Attempts were being made in Congress to have the public
lands ceded to the individual states or to sell them to the
State at very nominal prices. None of those proposals suc-
ceeded. These same efforts are being made today with the
so-called “Sagebrush Rebellion.” It was also a period of rapid
expansion in settlement of the West.

On October 21, 1836, James Whitcomb was appointed
Commissioner of the GLO. Brown retired on October 31. John
Moore was Acting Commissioner until Whitcomb took
charge about December 12, 1836.

The subject of accretions came up in a letter dated March 6,
1837, to Daniel Dunklin at St. Louis. The previous Surveyor
General, Langham, had let a contract to a “Mr. Talcott” for
the survey of accretions formed in a lake located in sections
10 and 15, T. 39 N,, R. 14 E., Third Principal Meridian,
Illinois. The accretions may have been lands formed by relic-
tion. Talcott had surveyed the accretions as additional lots in
front of the meander line of lots already platted in the origin-
al survey. The following statement is extracted from Whit-
comb’s letter:

“How your predecessor could issue instructions for the
survey under these circumstances, and what appears
still more inexplicable, how he could permit such sepa-
rate fractions to be annexed to the sections, contrary to
the surveying laws and general instructions from this
office, which do not recognize of subdivisions like those
presented by this plat remains yet to be explained. You
will at once see the propriety of continuing to withhold
your approval of this survey and of course the payment
of Mr. Talcott’s account should he apply for it, until such
time as this business can be thoroughly examined.”

From the very beinning of the rectangular surveys the
survey of accretions in front of patented lands was not
allowed. The so-called “Batture Case,” New Orleans vs.
United States, 35 U.S. 661, had been decided in the U.S.
Supreme Court in 1836. That case dealt with the ownership
of levees and accretions fronting the City of New Orleans; the
Federal government claimed those lands and so did the City,
however, the Federal government lost the case. In the deci-
sion, the following often-quoted statement was made:

“The question is well settled at common law that the
person whose land is bounded by a stream of water
which changes its course gradually by alluvial forma-
tions, shall still hold by the same boundary, including
the accumulated soil. No other rule can be applied on
just principles. Every proprietor whose land is thus
bounded is subject to loss by the same means which may
add to his territory; and as he is without remedy for his
loss, in this way, he cannot be held accountable for his
gain.

This rule is no less just when applied to public, than to
private rights. The case under consideration will illus-
trate the principle.”

The Batture Case was almost a test case because as a policy
based on common law, the government didn’t try to claim
accretions to patented land.

Reliction and avulsions were another matter, as will be
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seen later. The GLO did claim relicted lakes and on occasion,
the dried-up beds of rivers left vacant by avulsion.

Whitcomb wrote instructions to Lytle in Cincinnati on
May 8, 1837, for the extension of the rectangular surveys in
northern Michigan. Lytle was to contract for the completion
of all townships south of Thunder Bay and south of a line
drawn west from the source of the Thunder Bay River. He
was to extend the Michigan Meridian north across the Strait
of Michilimackinac onto the northern peninsula. A Standard
Parallel was to be run due east and west from a township
corner about midway between Thunder Bay River and the
strait. Another Standard Parallel was to be surveyed due
east and west from a township corner on the Meridian, in
such place that it would remain north of Lake Michigan and
south of Lake Superior. All of the exterior boundaries of the
townships were to then be surveyed, but to stay back from the
Wisconsin-Michigan boundary until it could be surveyed.
Only those townships containing “valuable land” that people
would “readily purchase” were to be subdivided. The Sur-
veyors were to report the townships containing valuable land
when they did the exteriors.

What is significant about this letter is the first clear use of
the term “Standard Parallel.” Before this time, the use of the
terms “Correction Line, Basis Guide Line,” and others had
been used. During Ethan Allen Brown’s short tenure, the
policy of subdividing only the valuable townships had been
established and Whitcomb continued it. This was purely an
economy measure to make best use of the money available to
survey those lands that people would quickly purchase.

The surveys in Michigan weren’t extended immediately. In
October 1837, Robert Lytle became ill. Samuel Williams
acted as Surveyor General at Cincinnati until Ezekial S.
Haines was appointed and assumed his duties on June 15,
1838.

On May 22, 1838, Volney E. Howard was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General at Jackson, Mississippi,
as Henry S. Foote had resigned.

On June 12, 1838, 5 Stat. 235, the Iowa Territory was
divided from the Territory of Wisconsin. The new territory
included all the lands in the former territory lying west of the
Mississippi River. On the same date, June 12, 1838, 5 Stat.
243, Congress authorized the appointment of a Surveyor
General for the Wisconsin Territory with no mention of Iowa.
Albert G. Ellis was appointed Surveyor General on July 3,
1838, and established his office at Dubuque, Iowa, in Febru-
ary 1839; he was actually in charge of surveys in both Iowa
and Wisconsin.

In November 1839, Haines at Cincinnati turned over the
Wisconsin records to Ellis. Some private land claim surveys
had been made in Iowa, beginning in 1832. The Fourth Prin-
cipal Meridian had been extended into Wisconsin in 1831.
William Burt had extended the Fifth Principal Meridian via
offsets into Iowa in 1836 and 1837. All Ellis had to do was
extend and expand the existing surveys in Wisconsin and
Iowa whenever the expansion was authorized. No new prin-
cipal meridians and baselines were established until 1851.

Another act passed on June 12, 1838, 5 Stat. 244, directed
the Surveyor General of Qhio, Indiana, and Michigan to have
the State boundary between Michigan and Wisconsin on the
Upper Peninsula surveyed. But the boundary couldn’t be
surveyed as described in the Act of June 15, 1836, 5 Stat. 49.



Nothing was done about the boundary until 1847.

On July 20, 1838, Whitcomb sent a circular letter to all
Surveyors General inquiring whether they were using “Tract
Books” to record the entries and sales being sent to them by
the Registers and Receivers, and whether it was necessary to
continue the practice. This is the first mention of tract books
in the correspondence. There can be no doubt that the Regis-
ters and Receivers used tract books at an early date to record
entries, sales, and patents when they first came into use.
That the Surveyors General kept them is very doubtful, but
the use of tract books was continued in the land offices until
the change to Master Title Plats in the 1960’.

By letter dated August 16, 1838, signed by John Moore,
Richard D. C. Collins was appointed Surveyor General at
Little Rock, Arkansas, “until the end of the next session of
the Senate.” On November 7, 1838, David Fulton was noti-
fied of his appointment as Surveyor General of Arkansas.

The Appropriations Act of March 3, 1839, 5 Stat. 449, broke
the then traditional limit of $3 or $4 per mile for the execu-
tion of the public land surveys. It provided that up to $8 per
mile could be paid in Louisiana, and was caused by the
inability of the Surveyor General in Louisiana to get deputies
to do the work for $4 per mile. From 1839 until the beginning
of the direct system in 1910, the maximum allowance per
mile varied, reaching as high as $20 per mile in Utah, and up
to $25 per mile in the West Coast forests.

On February 5, 1839, Haines wrote to Whitcomb, replying
to an inquiry made on January 15, 1839, about islands in the
Grand River, in T. 8 N, R. 16 W., Michigan Meridian. The
situation was that the part of the township south of the river
had been surveyed in 1832 by William Mullet and the south
bank of the river meandered. Lands were sold in the fraction-
al sections bounded on the north by the river. In 1837, the
township was completed; the section lines were extended
across the river to complete the sections, the north bank was
meandered, and islands in the river were surveyed, lotted,
and areas returned on the 1837 plat. The islands were adver-
tised for sale; the purchaser of adjacent lands south of the
river claimed the islands belonged to him out to the center of
the river. Haines rejected that allegation, sent up an en-
larged plat of the islands to Whitcomb, and in his letter made
the following statement:

“It has been the invariable practice of this office, where
islands have not actually been embraced within the
survey of fractional sections fronting them to consider
and hold such islands as reserved from survey,—the
property of The United States, and subject at any future
time to be surveyed and sold by the Government. In-
stances of the survey and sale of islands in our navig-
able rivers, are of very frequent occurrence. And where
they are clearly shown to be excluded from the fraction-
al sections by the original surveys, the property of The
United States, in those islands, and the right of the
Government to survey and dispose of them, has never
been, so far as I am informed, disputed.”

On February 15, Whitcomb replied, accepting Haines’ re-
port and agreed with him in every respect. The policy of the
government concerning such unsurveyed islands as stated by
Haines in 1839 is still the same today—they remain the
property of the United States until surveyed and sold.
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On March 14, 1839, William Milburn was notified of his -
appointment to be Surveyor General of Missouri and Illinois
at St. Louis to replace Dunklin who had resigned.

A letter to David Fulton in Little Rock dated April 25,
1839, dealt with the size of the plats. Fulton’s draftsmen were
making the plats on paper 19 x 27 inches and leaving off the
letters around the outside margin. Whitcomb instructed him
that the standard plat size was 16 x 21 inches and that they
had to put the alphabetical letters, Aa, Bb, Cc, etc., around
the exterior of the townships because those letters were used
to index the descriptive notes.

A circular letter of October 1, 1839, requested all Sur-
veyors General to report their place of birth to the Commis-
sioner. What prompted the request for such information is
unknown, but the Surveyors General had to report their
birthplace from then on, and in later years, the birthplaces of
the clerks and draftsmen.

By letter dated February 5, 1840, George W. Jones was
notified of his appointment to replace Ellis as Surveyor
General of Wisconsin and lowa.

In March 1840, the land ownersinT.33 N.,R. 11 E., Second
Principal Meridian, Noble County, Indiana, petitioned Com-
missioner Whitcomb for a resurvey of their lands and alleged
that the original survey was grossly in error and fraudulent.

Whitcomb addressed the following letter to Haines on
March 28, 1840:

Sir,

I herewith enclose a copy, marked A, of a petition
which reached this Office through the Hon. Wm.
Rariden, from the citizens of Noble County, Indiana,
relative to certain alleged irregularities and errors in
the original Survey of the Section lines in township 33
North Range 11 East of the 2nd prin. mer. and praying
for a resurvey of the same.

It being designed as soon as practicable to take up the
whole subject relating to the subject of lost corners,
errors in the original Surveys, etc. with a view of obtain-
ing the opinion of the Attorney General on the several
points involved and of determining on Such general
rules as shall be found applicable to the different cases
before any definite action is had. I will thank you at
your earliest convenience to report such facts to this
Office as may be in your possession relative to the ori-
ginal survey of the township in question accompanied
by your views as to the proper course to be pursued and
to explain what has been the practice of your office
under the surveying laws in such cases and likewise in
those referred to me in the following communications
from your office, to wit:
of the 23rd May, 1834 & 20 & 22nd December 1837, 12th
June & 13th July 1838 and 20th August 1839, all relat-
ing (with their enclosures) to alleged defective surveys
in Ohio, Michigan and Indiana.

I deem it proper to state that according to the present
impressions of this Office as to the power of the Depart-
ment for making resurveys, and the manner in which
the same shall be made, the following General positions
are I think tenable subject however to such modifica-
tions as further enquiry into the subject may render
proper and necessary.



1st. That errors in the Surveys of lands patented
cannot be corrected without the Authority of
Congress and a special appropriation.

That errors in the calculations of the contents,
measurements, or boundaries returned on the
plats of Survey admit of examination and cor-
rection if discovered in time, that is before the
patents for the lands are issued, and in making
the corrections when examinations in the field
notes become necessary, the original marks
must govern the Survey more especially in re-
tracing the boundaries of any adjoining tracts
which may have been patented.

That when the original marks have been
obliterated or cannot be found in the field, it will
be competent for the Department on the fact
being made known, to have them restored so far
only as the lands have not been patented and in
such cases, the nearest original marks must be
taken and worked from in conformity with the
plat and field notes of the old Survey.

That in the case where double corners may have
been inadvertently marked in the field by suf-
fering an incorrect mark to remain, the true
corner to be identified by measuring according
to the field notes of survey from the nearest
original marks.

That in case of a disagreement between the
measurements returned on the plat and the
actual distance found by measuring in the field
between two adjacent original marks as for in-
stance from a mile to a half mile corner the
excess or deficiency to be equally divided.
That in the case of an accretion or diminuation
occasioned by the change of the bed of a navi-
gable river or other Water a resurvey may be
ordered at any time before the land is patented.

2nd.

3rd.

4th.

5th.

6th.

I am Sir Very respectfully
Your Obt. Servant
Jas. Whitcomb

In Haines’ reply, he agreed that although the original field
notes and plat returned a complete survey and monumenta-
tion, the survey was no doubt fraudulent. Haines pointed out
that the lands were all sold and that a resurvey ought not be
made without the consent of the proprietors of those lands.
He cited the Act of February 11, 1805, which fixed the cor-
ners, lines, and areas as returned by the Surveyor General.
Haines believed that such a correction survey could not be
made unless government lands were involved but left the
decision up to Whitcomb.

This exchange and Whitcomb’s list of general positions are
significant because they were a first attempt to lay down
some rules to govern resurveys and restoration of lost or
obliterated corners. They clearly state the Department’s
position on doing resurveys of public lands before the lands
were patented.

The Act of June 12, 1840, 5 Stat. 384, provided for the
discontinuance of the Surveyor General’s Office and transfer
of records to the State whenever the public land surveys were
completed within a State.
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On February 19, 1841, Haines sent Whitcomb a plan for
the extension of the rectangular surveys into the Upper
Peninsula of Michigan. The line between ranges 3 and 4 west
was to be extended across the Straits of Mackinaw to the line
between townships 42 and 43 north. The fourth correction
line would then be extended east and west to control the
surveys on the peninsula. The plan was approved and on
April 1,1841, Haines contracted with William A. Burt for the
survey of the township boundaries and then reported that
Burt was chosen for the surveys because the lines would be
run with the solar compass. Haines recommended that the
instrument be used on all surveys in Upper Michigan includ-
ing section lines.

On March 26, 1841, Whitcomb wrote to Haines saying that
Surveyor General Fulton in Arkansas was having trouble
with “local attraction” to such a degree on the Sabine River
that he had to relinquish the contracts for approximately
1,000 miles of lines. Fulton had heard from Judge Burt about
Burt’s “Sun Compass” and wanted to know of its availability.
Whitcomb asked Haines for a full report on the instrument.
But on April 17, 1841, William Pelham was notified of his
appointment to replace Fulton at Little Rock, Arkansas.

On April 20, 1841, Benjamin A. Ludlow was notified of his
appointment to replace Volney E. Howard as Surveyor
General at Jackson, Mississippi.

On April 27, 1841, Silas Reed was notified of his appoint-
ment to replace William Milburn at St. Louis, Missouri.

On May 4, 1841, notification went to James Wilson at
Keene, New Hampshire, that he was appointed Surveyor
General of Wisconsin and lowa, replacing Geo. W. Jones at
Dubuque, Iowa.

On June 8, 1841, Whitcomb wrote to Ludlow giving him
the “what for” for having let contracts for resurveys in Mis-
sissippi and for “advancing” money to the deputies before the
work was done. Whitcomb reiterated the policy of prior
approval for resurveys, especially of townships already
opened to market, and that deputies couldn’t be paid until
after the surveys had been completed, examined, and
approved.

The Surveyors General at that time only had to send a copy
of the contract to the commissioner; no prior approval of
contracts per se was required. But there was a terrible lack of
communication between the Commissioner and Surveyors
General. Whitcom had quite clearly told Haines of the ex-
isting policy on resurveys but did not send that same policy
decision to the other Surveyors General.

Circulars, official departmental policy decisions, and reg-
ulations were routinely used. Why an important policy, such
as resurveys, was not distributed is not known.

On June 25, 1841, Francis D. Newcomb was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of Louisiana, replacing
Henry T. Williams. Newcomb was discharged in 1845 and
was tried in 1846 on charges of fraud in connection with
fraudulent surveys and illegal payments to deputy sur-
Veyors.

On July 3, 1841, Elisha M. Huntington was appointed
Commissioner of the GLO. On July 7, 1841, Huntington sent
Haines’ report on the Burt Solar Compass to all Surveyors
General and recommended the instrument should be put to
use in all the surveying districts. It wasn’t, however.

On September 4, 1841, 5 Stat. 453, Congress passed the



General Preemption Act and provided for distribution of pro-
ceeds from the public land sales to the public land States.

The public land sales had brought large sums of money into
the Treasury, producing a surplus. The government was out
of debt and had money in the bank. The act provided that 10
percent of the net proceeds of public land sales would be
distributed to the states involved and also granted each pub-
lic land State 500,000 acres of land “for internal improve-
ment.” The lands granted were to be selected in not less than
half-section units.

Settlers were granted the right of preemption on surveyed
public lands, by legal subdivisions, not exceeding 160 acres or
a quarter section. If two or more persons claimed preemption
on the same quarter section, the one first occupying the land
had first right. The settler had to pay for the land at a fixed
price of $1.25 per acre.

The surveyed land provision of the act was changed to
either surveyed or unsurveyed lands in 1842, but purchase
and patent could not take place until after the lands were
surveyed. Selection could only be by legal subdivisions.

On September 7, 1841, J. C. Brown was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General at St. Louis, Missouri,
replacing Silas Reed. Brown didn’t last long because on
March 18, 1842, a letter went to Silas Reed reappointing him
to the position, so Reed was out of the job for only six months.

On October 28, 1841, John Moore, Acting Commissioner,
wrote to Weakley at Florence, Alabama, about the retrace-
ment of lines in southern Alabama to replace the notes lost in
the 1827 fire. Moore stressed that the work was a retracing of
the old lines, not a survey as such, that all old corners had to
be honored, and that the old marks on bearing trees were not
to be altered, but that the letter “R” might be added to show
that the tree had been recorded during the retracing.

Also on October 28, 1841, William Burt reported to Haines
in Cincinnati that he had completed his contract. He had
surveyed 1,100 miles of line and had made topographic,
geological, and weather observations in the Upper Peninsula
of Michigan. Apparently Burt was to make these observa-
tions as part of his contract; he would then have been the
forerunner of what would one day become the United States
Geological Survey (USGS).

On March 21, 1842, Valentine Y. Conway was notified of
his appointment to be Surveyor General at Tallahassee, Flor-
ida, replacing Butler, who had held the job since its establish-
ment in 1824.

On February 21, 1842, Huntington sent a “Joint Resolu-
tion of the Legislature of the State of Michigan” to Ezekial S.
Haines, in which it was alleged that in approximately 80
townships, north of Saginaw Bay, in Michigan there were
“great imperfections.” The resolution requested that resur-
veys be made by the government. A deputy who had surveyed
some of the townships admitted that they weren’t done
according to law and instructions. Haines was raked over the
coals and told to make a full report of the situation and
explain why he had let fraudulent surveys be made.

Haines replied on March 4, recommending that an experi-
enced deputy be contracted with to investigate the surveys on
the ground and report the conditions so that a decision could
be made based on facts. Any township found defective should
then be resurveyed at the expense of the original deputy or
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his sureties. In reality, Haines had no way to enforce the last
suggestion.

On April 2, 1842, Huntington again wrote to Haines,
approving of his suggestions and ordered the investigations
made. He expressly cautioned Haines that no old corners
could be disturbed, that those corners had to stand wherever
lands were entered or patented. Huntington wanted the in-
vestigative report quickly so that he could “withdraw from
market” those townships which were defective but in which
no entries had been made.

These investigations of the Saginaw Bay townships con-
tinued at least into 1843. They were originally surveyed by
J. A. Rousseau in 1837, 1838 and 1839; by W. R. Coon in
1839; G. W. Reilly in 1838 and 1839; and G. W. Gist in 1839.
The main block was located in townships 15 through 26
north, range 2 east, and east thereof to Lake Huron and
Saginaw Bay. The bulk of the investigations and reports
were made by William A. Burt. The cost of the resurveys,
which were largely retracements, was paid by special appro-
priations made by Congress. These resurveys were begun in
1844 and the solar compass was the required instrument to
be used, which was spelled out in each contract.

On May 19, 1842, Thomas H. Blake was appointed to re-
place Huntington as Commissioner of the GLO.

On July 22, 1842, William Johnston replaced Haines as
Surveyor General of Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan.

On April 4, 1843, Blake issued the Annual Instructions to
Wilson at Dubuque, which were much more elaborate than
those issued by previous Commissioners to the Surveyors
General. Wilson was instructed to extend the surveys in
Wisconsin and lowa, contracting only for exterior bound-
aries, and then for the subdivisions of those townships that
contained land which would readily sell when put on the
market. Blake stressed that contracts should be no larger
than what a deputy could complete in one field season, which
was approximately 15 townships.

It was about this time in the history of surveys that the
policy was firmly established of letting contracts to one depu-
ty for the survey of exterior township lines and to another
deputy for the subdivisions. The theory was that the subdi-
viding deputy would be controlled by the previous survey and
the subdivisions would be a check of the correctness of the
boundary work, thus preventing frauds and gross errors from
snowballing. But this idea didn’t work; the deputies didn’t
blow the whistle on each other.

On June 5, 1843, Alexander Downing was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of the Lands South of
Tennessee, at Jackson, Mississippi, replacing Ludlow.

Two letters went to Silas Reed, Surveyor General of Illinois
and Missouri in 1843, dealing with false meanders which
were a real problem, especially where lands were already
patented along them. A letter to Reed dated July 12, 1843,
follows:

Sir,

Thave to acknowledge the receipt of your communica-
tion of the 21st Ult., accompanied by a diagram, ex-
plaining certain errors just discovered in the original
survey made by Chas. W. Pelham, in 1832 of fract.
township 22 N., of R. 20 W. of the 5th principal merid-



1an, Mo., south of white River by which it would seem
that the river in said survey is represented a consider-
able distance South of its true position, leaving a body of
unsurveyed land south of the river, & requesting in-
structions from this office, since a part of the lands
situated on the river have been sold by the existing plat.

Inreply [ have to state, that it will not be expedient or
proper to change the old Section lines and marks of the
Survey South of the river, according to which the titles
to the lands sold have become vested. You will therefore
direct your Deputy to retrace the original Section lines
as far as necessary, and return correct measurements
thereof, from which you will calculate the true contents;
he will likewise extend the section lines to the true river
through the unsurveyed portion, after which you will
transmit correct maps to this office & to the Register.

As regards the half, the quarter, & the quarter quar-
ter sections which have been sold with the false river as
one of the boundaries, you will return them on the new
plats without regard to the false meanders only preserv-
ing the same subdivision lines, extended if necessary.

I am very respectfully
Your Ob. Serv.

Thos. H. Blake
Commissioner

The Batture Case was having its effect. Blake was ruling
that once lands were patented fronting along a meander line,
the patentee held riparian rights on the river regardless of
the fact that it was in a false position. The surveyor General
could only correct the survey of those lands which were still
owned by the government. But the last paragraph is signifi-
cant; it says that the section and section subdivision lines of
the sold lands are to be extended to the true meander line.
Blake was treating the false meander line as an error rather
than as fraudulent in the philosophy described in Sections 7
through 94 of the Manual of Surveying Instructions, 1973.
But the dividing lines were extended to the true meander line
because the idea of partition lines hadn’t yet been very well
developed. In fact, many local and State court decisions then
and later were based on the same idea—to extend the lines to
the true water boundary.

On November 7, 1843, Reed made his annual report to the
Commissioner, part of which dealt with false meanders. On
December 5, 1843, Blake replied in the following segment:

“That part of your report particularly attracted my
attention, in which you speak of the “Surveys of un-
finished lines in Illinois and Missouri”. You state, that
“the Surveyors up to 1832, or thereabouts, on leaving
the uplands and descending into the extensive bottoms
which skirt those rivers, were frequently in the habit of
meeting with marshy grounds, small lakes or sloughs
connected with the stream, of stopping short of its true
bank, and making their meanders as though they were
upon the real bank of the river”. “In many instances
they have left unsurveyed a rich, dry, and well timbered
strip of land, of from one half to three quarters of a mile,
between the river bank and these low grounds.” This
strip you state, has been surveyed for a considerable
distance on the right bank of the Illinois, and left bank
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of the Mississippi. On the 18th March last, you were
advised, that unfinished surveys could be completed,
where it was perfectly clear that title to the land was
still in the United States, but that “great caution must
be observed not to survey lands, the title to which is no
longer in the U. States.” I presume that the surveys to
which you refer, have been made strictly in accordance
with this suggestion, otherwise, much difficulty may
grow out of them, as every owner of a tract of land
represented upon the township plats as bounded by a
river is entitled to the river front, whether the original
survey of his tract extended to the river or not.”

Very respectfully
Your Ob’t Serv.
Thos. H. Blake

Commissioner

There were clearly two different problems to be confronted.
The first was erroneous meanders, those in which the orig-
inal surveyor had probably just guessed at where the mean-
der lines were between actual section line crossings but had
set meander corners on the true bank on the section lines.
The second was a meander line run in fact, but along the edge
of the river bottom, edge of the upland, or edge of the flood
plain, leaving a large area between the meander line and
true bank of the river. These lands were in fact what we call
today “omitted lands,” omitted from the original survey due
to a fraudulent or grossly erroneous meander line. The two
situations are similar but not exactly the same. However, the
concept of omitted lands hadn’t been developed yet and Blake
treated them all in the same manner as accretion, again due
to his interpretation of the Batture decision. Ironically,
grossly erroneous and/or fraudulent meandering by the De-
puty Surveyors did not cease in 1832!

On October 3, 1843, Blake notified Newcomb in Louisiana
to move the Surveyor General’s office from Donaldsonville to
Baton Rouge, according to an order from the President. New-
comb moved the office, but the act creating that office stated
that the Surveyor General was to be located in Donald-
sonville; therefore, the move was technically illegal. Political
flack ensued; the U.S. Attorney General rendered an opinion
that the move couldn’t be made. On March 14, 1844, New-
comb was ordered to return the office to Donaldsonville,
Louisiana, and he complied; the office remained there until
1861.

In February 1844, Valentine Conway was ordered to and
moved the Florida office to St. Augustine, Florida. He had
been ordered to move the office in October 1843, but failed to
comply.

The Actof May 23,1844, 5 Stat. 657, was a general townsite
law for lands occupied as a townsite. Townsite entry had to be
made before the lands were put up for public sale and could
not exceed 320 acres, taken by legal subdivision. The lands
could be entered by appropriate authorities to be held in trust
for the occupants.

The Act of June 12, 1844, 5 Stat. 662, abolished the Office of
Solicitor of the GLO and directed that his duties be performed
by the Recorder.

The Appropriations Act of June 17, 1844, 5 Stat. 681, con-
tained the following clause, under Surveys of Public Lands:



“For surveying, with reference to mines and minerals,
in that portion of Michigan south of Lake Superior, at a
rate not exceeding five dollars per mile,... twenty
thousand dollars.”

On June 25, 1844, the Commissioner entered into a con-
tract with Douglass Houghton, a Michigan State Geologist,
for the rectangular survey of the township lines in Upper
Michigan, from range 23 west and westward and north of the
fourth correction line. The surveys were to be made “with
reference to mines and minerals” and included 4,000 miles of
township and section lines.

Surveyor General Johnston wrote the Special Instructions
for these surveys. One provision was that the range lines
along the correction line were to be 6 miles and 50 links
apart, reflecting the policy already described that was used in
Wisconsin to correct for convergency.

Houghton’s arrangement with the Commissioner was
actually to obtain knowledge of the mineral deposits, or in
actuality a geological survey in conjunction with his work as
a geologist for the State of Michigan. Houghton arranged a
subcontract with William A. Burt and John Mullett for the
survey of the township and section lines, while he did the
geologic examinations. Apparently the rectangular surveys
were being used as a means of paying for a geological survey
at a slightly higher than normal rate per mile.

While Burt surveyed the township lines, Houghton and
Mullet surveyed section lines and did their geology work as
they progressed. The solar compass was used on all of this
work. By the fall of 1845, over 40 townships had been sur-
veyed in this manner. Unfortunately, Houghton and two of
his boatmen drowned in a storm which wrecked his boat on
October 13, 1845. The fatal accident occurred near Eagle
River on Point Keweenaw, the most northerly protrusion of
Upper Michigan into Lake Superior.

Lucius Lyon had replaced William Johnston.as Surveyor
General at Cincinnati, June 30, 1845. Lyon reported the
Houghton death to the Commissioner on October 30, 1845. In
his following report dated November 10, 1845, Lyon made the
following statement:

“The Solar Compass has been used with great satisfac-
tion in all of the surveys of public lands in this State
(Michigan) for some years past, and its introduction into
general use would unquestionably promote the accura-
cy of the public surveys in all parts of the United
States.”

The surveys in Upper Michigan, “with reference to mines
and minerals,” were later carried on under contract with
other deputy surveyors.

On September 20, 1844, a circular letter was sent to all
Surveyors General directing them that thereafter all pay-
ments of contracts would be made directly to the deputies by
the Treasury Department. After a contract was completed,
the Surveyor General had to certify the correctness of the
account and send it directly to the Treasury for payment.

The Commissioner didn’t have enough manpower to han-
dle all the account checking. If the billing was made directly
to the Treasury, handling would be eliminated, which was
purely an economy measure. The problem was that the
Treasury people weren’t surveyors and Treasury frequently
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paid the accounts without any knowledge of what they were
paying for. It didn’t take long for fraudulent accounts to be
sent to the Treasury for payment. Newcomb in Louisiana
jumped on the fraud possibilities almost immediately. The
submitting of accounts direct to the Treasury was soon re-
scinded and were again submitted through the Commission-
er.

A significant letter of that decade was sent to William
Johnston on September 26, 1844, which contained clear in-
structions for the Dependent Resurvey of T. 1 S,, R. 7 E,,
Michigan Meridian, laying down rules of double proportion
for the restoration of lost corners. The entire letter follows:

General Land Office
September 26, 1844
William Johnston, Esq.
S. Gen’l, Cincinnati
Ohio

Sir:

I request your attention to the immediate resurvey of
Township One South, of Range Seven East, in Michi-
gan. The errors in the survey of this Township were
made the subject of a letter from this to your Office, on
the 8th June 1833, and again on the 9th May 1834 a
petition signed by fifty one of the inhabitants of this
Township was forwarded to the Surveyor General, with
directions to have the matter adjusted in accordance
with the principles laid down in the letter of 8th June
1833.

Ifthe agreement by the settlers required by the Letter
of 8th June 1833 has been obtained, it is well, but I do
not consider it indispensable to the operations required
of this and your Office. The land must be resurveyed,
and for this service you will employ a Deputy in whose
experience, skill and integrity you have the most impli-
cit confidence, and if possible, one enjoying also the
confidence of the Settlers in this Township. You will
furnish the Deputy with the original field notes, of the
survey of this Township, and direct him to make a
thorough search for the old lines and corners, all of
which, that can be clearly identified, will be re-
established. The lines and corners which cannot be
found, must be established in Strict Conformity with
the field notes, where practicable—working from the
nearest original marks which can be found. But where it
shall appear on running lines where neither the old
lines nor corners can be found, that they will differ in
length from those laid down in the field notes, the excess
or deficiency must be apportioned among the Sections in
just proportions; — for instance, — suppose that all of
the lines of Sections 25 to 36, inclusive, of this Township
are found in the field, and no other lines or corners, and
the measurements in the original field notes show that
each Section contained exactly 640 acres, or 80 chains
square; — In running the trial or guide line from the
North corner between Sections 25 to 26, due North to
the North corner between Sections 1 and 2, it is found
that this line, instead of being 320 chains long, is 340; —
then the boundary of each Section on it, instead of being
returned in the field notes as 80 chains, should be re-
turned as 85. Where the boundaries of the Sections on



any such line are of different lengths, the length to be
given to the boundary of either of those Sections, must
be in proportion to the length of that boundary laid
down in the field notes so, as the length of the entire last
line now found by measurement, is to the entire length
of the last line given by the field notes. The same course
exactly will be pursued with the East and West lines,
and the discrepancies will in like manner be appor-
tioned, with this difference only, that where the true
length of the Section boundaries on these lines, will, by
a few links, either cross or fall short of the guide merid-
ians laid down as before directed, those meridians
should not be altered from a due North and South line
on account of such a slight variation, — but where the
variation will be important, the North and South lines
must diverge from a straight line, till the extreme
points, ascertained as above directed, of the East and
West boundaries, of a Section, unite with those of the
North & South boundaries and at the junction of their
points the Section corners will be established in a
permanent and durable manner, and the Section bound-
aries will be run and marked in straight lines between
the corners thus established, taking care perfectly to
eradicate all the trial or guidelines which may have
been run, and in this way, whatever discrepancies exist
will be equitably divided among the different Sections.
In fixing the last half mile posts; the Deputy must in
like manner, apportion the discrepancies among the
quarter Sections, where the field notes show that the
half mile stakes were placed exactly equidistant be-
tween the Section corners, they must be so placed be-
tween the Section corners found as above directed: —
but where it would appear from the field notes, that the
half mile stakes were not placed exactly equidistant
between the Section corners, the discrepancies found
must be apportioned as above directed. The original
field notes will not be corrected, but any matter of cor-
rection must be entered in a new field book, which,
when the work is finally completed, should be bound
with the original field notes, and proper and distinct
references made in red ink from the original to the
corrected field notes, and vice versa. Ample and satis-
factory security should be required of the Deputy for the
faithful performance of his contract, and the Duplicate
of his Bond, with a copy of his instructions, should be
forwarded to this office. Corrected plats will also be
forwarded to this office, and the District Office, when
the work is completed. As the vested rights of a number
of individuals may be affected by this resurvey, you
cannot too earnestly urge upon the Deputy, the necessi-
ty for the utmost care and exactitude in executing it, —
and in being governed by all the marks of the original
survey, that can be clearly identified.

Very respectfully
Your Obt Serv

Tho. H. Blake
Commissioner

The principles laid down by this letter were those described
in the “5th General Position” in the letter from Whitcomb to

- ANy

Haines on March 28, 1840, pertaining to the proposed resur-
vey of T. 33 N., R. 11 E,, Second Principal Meridian, Noble
County, Indiana. They also spelled out the principle men-
tioned in the letter of June 8, 1833, from Hayward to Micajah
T. Williams when the petition was first made for the resurvey
of T.1S.,R.7E., Michigan. The wording of this letter for the
method of double proportion is almost identical to that used
in the 1930 and subsequent Manuals.

T.1S.,,R. 7 E., Michigan, was resurveyed by Hervey Parke
in 1845. The plat of the original survey made by Wampler in
1819is shown in Fig. 37. The 1845 resurvey plat is shown in
Fig. 38. New areas were returned on the plat approved
November 27, 1845 (see Fig. 39).

The Act of March 3, 1845, 5 Stat. 742, enabled Iowa and
Florida to become States. After boundary adjustments, Iowa
was admitted by the Act of December 28, 1846, 9 Stat. 117,
with her present boundaries. That left a large part of Minne-
sota and the Dakotas unattached to any territory for almost
three years. Florida, which had formed a government in 1838
and 1839 and petitioned for admission, was also officially
admitted under this act.

The Appropriations Act of March 3, 1845, 5 Stat. 752,
provided for the employment of assistant surveyors to super-
vise the survey of private land claims in Florida and resur-
veys in Louisiana. Funds were appropriated for extensive
resurveys to correct erroneous and defective surveys in
Louisiana, Illinois, Missouri, and Michigan.

Money was also provided for resurveys in Alabama to sup-
ply replacement for the field notes that were burned in 1827.
This act also directed that the Surveyor General’s office be
moved from Cincinnati to Detroit and the records be turned
over to the States of Ohio and Indiana.

On March 27, 1845, Charles A. Bradford, at Pontotoc, Mis-
sissippi, was notified of his appointment to be Surveyor
General of Mississippi, replacing Downing.

On February 17, 1845, Conway in Florida reported an
overlap of townships to the Commissioner along with a dia-
gram of the situation. The Commissioner’s reply, dated April
8, 1845, is complex and difficult to analyze without the ori-
ginal and corrective survey plats. Basically, it appears that a
Deputy Wrightman surveyed Tps. 14 S., Rs. 17 through R. 20
E. The southern boundary of those townships was a basis
parallel or standard parallel. Wrightman also surveyed Tps.
15 through T. 20 S, R. 19 E., and T. 20 S, R. 18 E. Deputy
Clements had surveyed Tps. 15 through T.19S,,R.20E.,ata
later date. Both the Wrightman and Clements surveys had
been approved by Conway in 1843 and 1844, but no lands had
been sold, for some unknown reason. Fortunately, Conway
contracted with Deputy A. Worrall to retrace Clements’
work. Worrall found that Clements’ survey overlapped the
Wrightman survey by approximately one and one-half miles
in longitude and quarter mile in latitude. Commissioner
Blake was very indignant about the whole thing and chas-
tised Conway in strong language.

He instructed Conway to contract with a deputy to investi-
gate the whole matter thoroughly and, if as reported, the
Clements’ surveys were to be terminated and closed against
the Wrightman senior survey. All traces of Clements’ work
which overlapped into Wrightman’s were to be destroyed
after Clements’ lines were retraced and closed against
Wrightman, leaving fractional sections in Clements’ work.,
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Sections 6,7,18,19, 30, and 31 in R. 20 E. would cease to exist
and sections 5, 8, 17, 20, 29, and 32 would be fractions.

Holding the senior survey and terminating the junior over-
lapping survey against it is still the general policy today
wherever land ownership and patenting history permit that
action.

On April 16, 1845, James Shields, a Democrat, became
Commissioner of the GLO, the same Shields who had chal-
lenged an obscure lawyer and surveyor named Abraham
Lincoln to a duel. Fortunately Lincoln talked him out of it.

By letter of April 21, 1845, Johnston was directed to close
the office in Cincinnati and move it to Detroit, Michigan. He
was to turn over the Ohio Survey records to the State of Ohio.
The Detroit office was opened sometime during May or June
1845.

On May 12, 1845, George W. Jones was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of Wisconsin and Iowa
at Dubuque.

On May 13, 1845, Frederick R. Conway was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of Illinois and Missouri
at St. Louis, replacing Silas Reed. Also on May 13, 1845,
Pierre T. Landry was notified of his appointment as Surveyor
General of Louisiana. .

On May 26, 1845, Lucius Lyon was notified of his appoint-
ment to be Surveyor General of Ohio and Michigan and thus
ended the office known as “Surveyor General of the United
States,” which no longer existed in fact. Lyon did not take
over the office in Detroit until June 30, 1845.

On July 24, 1845, Lyon was ordered to transfer the Ohio
records if all the public lands in that State, especially islands,
had been surveyed. The public land surveys hadn’t really
been thoroughly completed, but Samuel Williams, Chief
Clerk, had been working on the records for some time, getting
them indexed and boxed up; he turned the surveys over to the
State of Ohio on August 11, 1845. Lyon reported that there
were still many problems, uncompleted surveys, and field
notes remaining. Sam Williams, who had been Chief Clerk
for approximately 30 years, retired and did not move to De-
troit.

On August 14, 1845, Robert Butler was notified of his
appointment as Surveyor General of Florida, effective Octo-
ber 1 and until the end of the next session of Congress,
replacing Valentine Y. Conway. Butler was appointed to a
four-year term in January 1846. N

On December 15, 1845, Lucius L'yoﬁ was instructed to
contract for the resurvey of T. 33 N, R. 11 E., Second Princi-
pal Meridian, Noble County, Indiana. The resurvey was to be
made according to the instructions for the resurvey of T.1 8.,
R. 7 E., Michigan, which had been approved in June by
Johnston. The citizens of Noble County finally got their sur-
vey after waiting only six years. The township was depen-
dently resurveyed using double proportionate procedures.

During the latter half of the 1840’s, more and more ex-
aminations in the field were made by Deputy Surveyors
under instructions from the Surveyors General. Those ex-
aminations would prove to be largely fiction; just as a subdi-
viding deputy seldom squealed on a fellow surveyor who did
exterior boundaries, an examining deputy would seldom
squeal on the deputy he was examining for the simple reason
that next season, that same person might be hired to examine
his work.

110

The Act of July 11, 1846, 9 Stat. 37, provided for sale of the
leased mineral lead lands in Illinois, Arkansas, Wisconsin,
and Iowa. These early efforts to lease the mineral lands had
proved to be more costly than the revenue derived from the
leases.

The Wisconsin Enabling Act was approved on August 6,
1846, 9 Stat. 56. The Appropriations Act of August 10,1846,9
Stat. 85, authorized the survey of the Wisconsin-Michigan
boundary from the source of the Brule River to the source of
the Montreal River by Surveyor General Lyon but allowed
only $1,000 for the job. On September 15, 1846, Acting Com-
missioner James H. Piper instructed Lyon to have that
boundary survey executed. Lyon had trouble getting anyone
to do the work at the price. William A. Burt finally agreed to
do it while surveying township boundaries in the region
during the 1847 surveying season, using his solar compass.
This is the first state boundary known to have seen surveyed
entirely with a solar compass. Burt then closed his township
lines against his State line.

After adjustment of the western boundary, Wisconsin was
admitted to the Union on May 29, 1848, 9 Stat. 233.

The Act of August 8, 1846, 9 Stat. 79, equalized the salary
of the Surveyors General and required that each deputy
surveyor must “on the return of his surveys, take and sub-
scribe an oath or affirmation that those surveys have been
faithfully and correctly executed, according to law and the
instructions of the Surveyor General. . .” It provided for stiff
penalties if a deputy surveyor was caught doing defective or
fraudulent work. Congress was paying heavily for corrective
resurveys and was trying to make sure honest work was
performed.

The Appropriations Act of August 10, 1846, 9 Stat. 85,
provided $30,000 for surveying the “copper region of Michi-
gan, Wisconsin, and Iowa, with reference to mines and
minerals.” This act enabled the Wisconsin and Iowa territor-
ies to be added to the geological surveys. Annual Instructions
went to Lucius Lyon on August 21 and to George W. Jones in
Dubuque on August 31, 1846. Similar instructions went to
the other Surveyors General.

Jones was instructed to extend the Fourth Principal Merid-
ian north to Lake Superior, double chaining the meridian.
All township boundaries and section lines were to be run with
extra care, the meridional lines run due north and south. The
east-west section lines were to all be run random and true,
thus eliminating double corners around the township ex-
teriors except on correction lines. The level of Lake Superior
was to be used as the datum from which all levels or eleva-
tions were to be based. A profile of each section line was to be
made, with a horizontal scale of 3 inches equal to one mile
and a vertical scale of 660 feet equal to 1 inch. How the levels
were to be determined isn’t clear, perhaps by aneroid baro-
meter which was invented in France in 1843. The elevation of
all hills, valleys, prairies, etc., were to be determined; all
topography, minerals, and geologic formations were to be
shown on the maps. The field notes were to be thoroughly and
carefully kept, with at least two pages devoted to each mile.
These instructions are quite long and very detailed. The
surveyors were allowed $6 per mile for all this detailed work.
The most significant item was the elimination of double
corners around the exterior boundaries of the townships.
Jones prepared his 1846 Instructions to the Deputy Surveyors
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following these annual instructions and incorporated the
new requirement. Of course, thisidea had already been in use
to some extent prior to 1846, especially in Iowa. The elimina-
tion of double corners around the exterior boundaries as a
policy was a.big step toward improving the rectangular sys-
tem as it was executed in the field.

On September 14, 1846, Lyon was instructed to make a
personal inspection of T. 1 S, R. 7 E., Michigan, and deter-
mine the extent to which settlers had been cut off from their
improvements by the recent resurvey. Lyon was to determine
the value of any losses and make a report, which would be the
basis for an act of relief by Congress to reimburse them. The
resurvey of that township was controversial; many surveyors
did not believe that double proportion was an acceptable or
proper method of restoring lost corners. Though double prop-
ortion was a sound principle, most surveyors wanted to
square up the erroneous lines which was really an impossibil-
ity and contrary to law.

On January 6, 1847, Richard M. Young became Commis-
sioner of the GLO, replacing Shields, who became a Brigadier
General in the Army and went off to fight in the Mexican
War. James H. Piper had been Acting Commissioner since
mid-1846. Young took over on March 1, 1847.

The Act of March 1, 1847, 9 Stat. 146, provided for further
geological surveys in Michigan and for the sale of the mineral
lands in quarter sections at the minimum price of $5 per acre.
This was four times the price of agricultural lands, but still a
very low price for the rich deposits of iron ore.

On July 28, 1847, Young wrote to Charles E. Morse, Depu-
ty Surveyor in Little Rock. Morse had had an argument with
Surveyor General Pelham about surveying in a township
where the east boundary, done on a previous survey, was
crooked. Pelham had told Morse to retrace the boundary but
run the sections lines due north and then close the first tier of
sections against the boundary; Morse didn’t agree. Part of
Young’s letter follows:

“In the case cited by you, where the East boundary of
a Township is crooked or Serpentine, I consider the
decision of the Sur. Gen’l correct, that the Meridional
subdivisional lines should run due North and the areas
of the subdivision of the Eastern tier of Sections should
be calculated, whether excessive or deficient, and en-
tered on the plat.

This course is much better than running parallel
lines, or by a mean variation, as it limits the evil to a
single tier of sections when by either of the other
methods it would be carried through the Township.
Hence there would be no danger of the work being
rejected if executed in accordance with the instructions
of the Sur. Gen’l.

From the remark at the close of your letter that such a
line cannot be resurveyed or straightened, I deem it
proper to suggest that where the lands in a Township
are in the Market and in surveying the adjacent
Township, it is found that your bearings and measure-
ments do not accord with those returned of it, it may be
retraced, and the Deputy would be paid for that Service,
but the line should be exactly remarked and the corners
precisely re-established.”

Morse was being told to run what is now called a “Sectional

Guide Meridian” that would limit the errors to one range of
sections and not allow any other sections to be distorted by
trying to run parallel to a defective east boundary.

The policy was a good one and should have been continued
thereafter, but it wasn’t. The authority for this deviation was
the Reorganization Act of 1836.

For many years, attempts had been made to have the large
swamp land and marsh areas turned over to the States. In
September 1847, the Surveyors General were ordered to sub-
mit estimates of the amount of swamp lands that had been
surveyed. It must be assumed that those estimates were
based on the plats and field notes, because those records were
the only source of such information available to the Sur-
veyors General.

On April 22, 1848, Lucius Lyon issued Special Instructions
to John Mullet, Deputy Surveyor, for the subdivision of 15
townships near Green Bay in northern Michigan. Mullet was
instructed to run the section lines between the northern tier
and western range of sections random and true, thus avoid-
ing double corners around the exterior boundaries of the
townships. This practice was put into increased use, and the
1851 Oregon Manual made it official by spelling out that
closing corners were to be used nowhere except on standard -
parallels.

The Act of June 28, 1848, 9 Stat. 242, authorized the Com-
missioner of the GLO to have surveyed the islands and keys
in south Florida, which couldn’t conveniently be surveyed in
the normal rectangular manner, “in such mode and manner”
as the Commissioner saw fit. Thus, Congress was again
allowing a departure from the rectangular system in a spe-
cial case. The Commissioner had no intention of changing the
system—just the technical procedure of doing the surveys on
the ground. After neogtiations, Special Instructions were
issued to Professor A.D. Bache of the U.S. Coast Survey
(USCS) on October 28, 1848, for the survey of the Florida
Keys. Basically, the plan was to tie the USCS triangulation
net to the township surveys in southeastern Florida, triangu-
late out onto the Keys, and tie them all into the net. The next
steps were to calculate or protract the position of the
township and section lines onto the islands. Where each
section line crossed an island, it would be marked with mean-
der corners. Section corners were to be established if they fell
on an island and section lines run quite normally. The islands
were to be meandered, plats made, and field notes written, all
according to law. It should have worked, but it didn’t. Over
the next several years, the USCS mapped the Keys, but very
few corners or meander corners were established; they were
not meandered. Although a large amount of money was ex-
pended, the Commissioner received no plats, just some good
maps. The USCS didn’t understand the difference between a
map and a plat for the conveyance of land by legal descrip-
tions. The splitting of the responsibility for the surveys be-
tween two different government agencies with different mis-
sions didn’t work then, and for all practical purposes, never
did work.

The USCS completed their work in 1858. The last of the
plats as surveyed by the USCS were delivered to the GLO in
November 1870.

On August 14, 1848, 9 Stat. 323, Congress established the
Territory of Oregon, which included all the lands west of the
Continental Divide, between 42° and 49° north latitude. This



heralded the inevitable expansion of the public land surveys
to the Pacific Coast, the Manifest Destiny. Oregon received
sections 16 and 36 in support of public schools.

On August 28, 1848, letters went to Weakley at Florence,
Alabama; Bradford at Jackson, Mississippi; and Pelham at
Little Rock, Arkansas, instructing them to close those Sur-
veyor General Offices and turn the survey records over to the
respective States by June 30, 1849.

The Florence, Alabama, office was finally closed about
October 29, 1849, and the records transmitted to the State
sometime by early 1850. The Jackson, Mississippi, office was
also closed in October 1849, and the survey records turned
over to that State in the same month. The order to Pelham in
Little Rock was later rescinded and that office remained
operating for many more years.

On September 29, 1848, Lyon in Detroit was ordered to
close out the Indiana surveys and turn over the records. The
Indiana records were transmitted to that State sometime in
1850.

Also on September 29, 1848, Conway in St. Louis was
ordered to close out the Illinois surveys and turn over the
records, but the Illinois Legislature failed to pass the re-
quired act for their custody. The Commissioner wrote annual
letters to the Illinois governor for years requesting the leg-
islation. Finally, on March 27, 1869, the Illinois Legislature
passed the required act and the records were turned over to
that State in July 1869.

On January 16, 1849, Caleb H. Booth was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of Wisconsin and Iowa,
replacing George W. Jones.

The Act of March 2, 1849, 9 Stat. 352, granted all the
swamp lands that were subject to overflow and unfit for
cultivation to the State of Louisiana. Under the terms of the
act, any river front tracts surveyed in accordance with the
Acts of March 3, 1811, and May 20, 1824, were exempt, as
were lands already patented. Every legal subdivision (40-
acre, one-sixteenth section or fractional lot), the greater part
of which was swamp or overflowed, was granted to the State.
The purpose was to aid the State in the diking, drainage, and
reclamation of those lands. The wording of the act was defec-
tive because it didn’t spell out criteria for determining what
was “swamp and overflowed unfit for cultivation.” Those
decisions were the source of much contention and litigation
in later years.

On May 30, 1849, Young instructed Boyd to confer with the
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governor of Louisiana because the State had to pay the ex-
penses of determining the swamp lands and preparing the
list. Boyd was to contract with deputies who would go in the
field, examine every tract, meander the swamp or overflowed
lands if necessary, and prepare plats. Young suggested that
$6 per day in the field and $4 per day for office work would be
a fair rate of pay; apparently the State didn’t agree with that
procedure and costs.

On April 11, 1850, Young again instructed Robert W. Boyd
that where lands were “notoriously” known to be swamp and
overflowed, those lands could be listed. If the field notes
indicated entering or leaving a swamp, lines could be drawn
connecting those topographic calls and thus determining the
swamp area. In townships notoriously known to be swamp,
the section lines could just be protracted without a field
survey of them and the whole township could be listed. Only
those lands that were overflowed at “normal stages” of a river
could be listed. The whole cost had to be paid by the State,
which could appoint an agent to work with the Surveyor
General if it chose to.

The Act of March 3, 1849, 9 Stat. 403, created the Territory
of Minnesota, which included the lands north of lowa, west of
Wisconsin and east of the Missiouri and White Earth Rivers.
This large area had been technically unorganized since
Iowa’s admission to the Union. Minnesota was granted sec-
tions 16 and 36 for schools and all States thereafter received
those two sections for school lands. The Surveyor General of
Wisconsin and Iowa at Dubuque was in charge of the public
land surveys and was instructed on July 9, 1849, to keep the
Minnesota records separate from those of lowa and Wiscon-
sin.

Also on March 3, 1849, 9 Stat. 395, Congress established
the Department of the Interior, which brought together
under the Secretary of the Interior the Patent Office, the
GLO, Indian Affairs, Public Buildings, and several other
functions of government. The first Secretary of the Interior
was Thomas Ewing from Ohio. No major changes were made
in operating the GLO, whose new commissioner, Justin But-
terfield, was appointed on July 1, 1849.

The public lands had ceased to be a major source of re-
venue. Expansion to the West and the gold discovered in
California in 1848 was of more importance than revenue
from the land sales, so it was only fitting that the GLO should
be under the new department instead of under the Treasury.



CHAPTER III

THE GENERAL LAND OFFICE
WITHIN THE
DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
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THE PERIOD 1849 — 1910

The first major act of Congress affecting the public land
surveys under the new Department was passed on September
9, 1850, 9 Stat. 452, admitting California to the Union, which
was never organized as a territory. The new State received
sections 16 and 36 in each township as well as other grants.

Also on September 9, 1850, 9 Stat. 453, the Territory of
Utah was established, which included the lands between
California and the Continental Divide and between 37° and
42° north latitude.

On September 20, 1850, 9 Stat. 466, Congress passed the
first major act granting land to subsidize the construction of
railroads. Lands had previously been granted to aid in con-
struction of roads and canals. The railroad was the NEW
method of transportation. The act granted the even-
numbered sections, 6 and/or 15 miles each side of the right-of-
way in Illinois, Mississippi, and Alabama for constructing
the Chicago and Mobile Railroad, which later became the
Illinois Central. Most of the lands had already been surveyed
so this large grant did not in itself immediately affect the
surveyors.

The Act of September 27, 1850, 9 Stat. 496, created the
Office of Surveyor General in Oregon and extended the rec-
tangular system to that Territory. It also allowed the “geode-
tic method” for executing the surveys.

This geodetic method was meant to be surveying by use of
an alidade and plane table, making a topographic map at the
same time as the survey of township and section lines. The
method was never used, except that a special set of geodetic
notes were made along the Willamette Meridian. A transit
was used to cut in peaks and other topography so that the
surveys could first be made in the best agricultural areas.

The act also granted donations of 320 acres to a single man
and 640 acres to a man and wife who were settlers in the
Oregon Territory. The boundaries of these Donation Land
Claims (DLC’s) were supposed to follow sec¢tion subdivision
lines wherever possible. Similar donations had been made to
settlers in Florida in 1848 and 1849. Most of the DLC’s were
taken up in what is now the State of Oregon; fewer were
taken in Washington. After the State boundary between
Oregon and California was officially surveyed, one claim was
found to be partly in California, but was honored anyway.

On October 11, 1850, William Gooding was appointed Sur-
veyor General of Oregon; he refused the job. On November
26, 1850, John B. Preston in Chicago, Illinois, was notified of
his appointment to the position. Preston travelled to
Washington, D.C., and was briefed in March 1851. He
gathered equipment, four solar compasses which were di-
verted from Michigan, transit, sextant, and chains. Preston
travelled over the Isthmus of Panama, where he wrote to
Butterfield on April 30, and arrived in Oregon City in May,
where he established his office. He made a reconnaissance of
the Columbia and Willamette Rivers, established the initial
point for the Willamette Meridian in the hills west of Port-
land at the end of May, and let contracts for the initial
surveys. This meridian controls all the surveys in Oregon
and Washington. The meridian line, running south, was sur-
veyed by James E. Freeman from Wisconsin. The meridian
running north and the baseline east to the Cascade Moun-
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tains and west to the Coast Range were surveyed by William
Ives. Freeman was from Wisconsin and Ives from Michigan.
All of the early surveys were made with a solar compass.

The Appropriations Act of September 28, 1850, 9 Stat. 515,
states in part: “That hereafter the meridian of the observa-
tory at Washington shall be adopted and used as the Amer-
ican meridian for all astronomical purposes, and the merid-
ian of Greenwich, England shall be adopted for all nautical
purposes.” The Washington Meridian was used to describe
State, territorial, and Indian boundaries until repealed Au-
gust 22, 1912, 37 Stat. 342. The Washington Meridian is 77°
03’ 02.3” in longitude west of Greenwich.

Another major act was passed on September 28, 1850, 9
Stat. 519; the so-called Swamp Lands Act. The Act of March
2, 1849, 9 Stat. 352, had granted the swamp lands in
Louisiana to that State only. The 1850 act extended the grant
to Arkansas and all other States then in the Union and
granted all “legal subdivisions” (sixteenth, section or frac-
tional lot), the greater part of which was “wet and unfit for
cultivation.” If less than half the legal subdivision was
swamp land, no part of it was granted. The Swamp Lands Act
was extended to Minnesota and Oregon on March 12, 1860,
12 Stat. 3. It placed a large burden on the Deputy Surveyors
and Surveyors General. They were not always able or in-
clined to carry it out faithfully within the intent of the law.
As already briefly described, the act was difficult to adminis-
ter; the States involved were supposed to pay the costs in-
herent with the determinations, and making up of the lists.
Various methods were to eventually develop; for example,
Florida set up a “Board of Internal Improvement” by an act of
its legislature on January 24, 1851. This board was to handle
the swamp lands, make examinations, determinations, and
lists. Arkansas set up a “Board of Swamp Land Commission-
ers” with basically the same function. Illinois and Missouri
appointed commissioners for the purpose. In some cases, the
plats were used to determine the swamp and overflowed
lands, in others the field notes.

The Secretary of the Interior and Commissioner insisted
that this was a land grant of public lands and that title could
not be passed to the States until the lands were surveyed and
properly identified. Yet, on July 12, 1858, Commissioner
Thomas A. Hendricks admonished Warner Lewis, the Sur-
veyor General at Dubuque, for having surveyed an island
which was mostly swamp even though Wisconsin paid for the
survey of it. Hendricks told Lewis he had ne authority to
survey such lands because they would pass to the State any-
way. It is a strong probability that many swamp lands were
granted to some States, especially, Louisiana and the Ever-
glades in Florida, without being actually surveyed. The lists
made up by the State Surveyor General of California were in
certain cases proven fraudulent.

Although the swamp and overflowed lands were a massive
headache, they did not have any effect on the system of
rectangular surveys, only the information to be obtained
while doing those surveys in the field. The present rules for
swamp and overflowed lands are well described in the 1973
Manual of Surveying Instructions, Sections 7-95 through 7-
99; only incidental mention will be made of them hereafter in
this book.

On December 13, 1850, the Territory of New Mexico was



created by Presidential Proclamation, which included what
is now Arizona, New Mexico, and part of Nevada.

The Appropriations Act of March 3, 1851, 9 Stat. 598,
provided for a Surveyor General of California; on March 24,
1851, Samuel D. King was appointed to the position. King
also travelled to Washington, D.C., for briefing and received
three solar compasses, transit, and other equipment. King
followed Preston across the Isthmus and arrived in San Fran-
cisco on June 19, 1851, where he established his office, He
contracted with Leander Ransom on July 8, 1851, for the
establishment of the Mount Diablo Meridian. Ransom
reached the summit of Mount Diablo on Thursday, July 17,
1851, and excavated or drilled a hole in the “haycock shaped”
solid rock of the highest pinnacle on the mountain to mark
the initial point of the Mount Diablo Meridian, but he
couldn’t measure and run line off the mountain peak. He got
on line south of the initial point approximately 12 miles from
it, and through a series of offset lines running east and north,
established the corner of townships 1 north and 1 south,
ranges 2 and 3 east. He then ran the baseline west toward the
initial point and the surveys in California were underway.

The Act of March 3, 1851, 9 Stat. 631, provided for appoint-
ment of commissioners to handle the multitude of private
land claims in California. After the commissioners verified
the claims, the surveys were to be made under the supervi-
sion of the Surveyor General.

The most signficant action taken in 1851 affecting the
rectangular system of surveys also occurred on March 3; the
first Manual of Surveying Instructions was officially issued.
It was written to the Surveyor General of Public Lands in
Oregon and was prepared by John M. Moore, Principal Clerk
of Surveys. Itisn’t certain just what Moore’s true position was
at that time. A private act of Congress dated February 1,
1849, 9 Stat. 759, titled “An Act to Compensate JohnM.
Moore,” refers to Moore as “late Chief Clerk in the General

Land Office.” Moore became Chief Clerk about 1815; he may -

have retired but was hired to write the 1851 and 1855 Manu-
als because of his vast knowledge of the public surveys. There
can be very little doubt that Moore actually wrote most of the
opinions on and instructions for the surveys to the Surveyors
General and others, even though they were signed by the
current Commissioner or himself as Acting Commissioner
during his employment as Chief Clerk.

John Preston and Samuel King were issued a supply of the
1851 Oregon Manuals for their use in Oregon and California,
so it was immediately entirely applicable in those States. On
March 13, 1851, a supply was sent to Boyd at Donaldsonville,
Louisiana, with instructions to construct mounds at corners
in accordance with the Manual. On July 16, 1851, a supply
was sent to Lorenzo Gibson at Little Rock with similar in-
structions. On April 23, 1851, Manuals were sent to George
B. Sargent at Dubuque, Iowa, with instructions to run his
range lines north to intersections with the correction lines
and establish closing corners according to the Manual.

On October 8, 1851, Sargent was instructed to resurvey T.
90 N., R. 3 W, Fifth Principal Meridian, Iowa. The original
surveys had been made in 1836 and 1837, many of the corners
were missing, and in places, mounds called for at corners
where “timber abounds.” Most of the township was sold, but
the residents petitioned for a resurvey. The township was to
be resurveyed, all found corners honored and held, and all

missing corners restored by double proportion. Sargent was
to tie in all improvements and lines of occupancy as a basis for
“an exchange of deeds” by the settlers if they desired, where
the resurvey put improvements onto someone else’s land.

In the 1851 Annual Reports, Charles Noble in Detroit
recommended hiring an “Inspector of Surveys” to help pre- -
vent frauds and grossly erroneous surveys. Sargent in Du-
buque reported that he was withholding a small percentage
(10 percent) of each contract to pay for examiners of surveys;
thus, the deputy was indirectly paying for the examination of
his work.

On March 8, 1852, Noble was instructed to hire an examin-
er of surveys on a per-diem basis. That letter also started to
classify the different types of resurveys being made in Michi-
gan. Part of that letter follows:

“The surveys about to be undertaken will be designed
to remedy two classes of defects and frauds.

FIRST CLASS. Incomplete Surveys. — Where a portion
only of the lines in a township is found to have been
actually surveyed—and wherein some lines have been
run and some corners established, which lines and cor-
ners can now be found. That portion of such original
surveys which shall have been determined to be thus
available, by retracing the same, is to remain undis-
turbed, and be respected whether there have been sales
made therein, or not — and the residue of such
townships must be surveyed, as if originally, but made
to connect in all particulars with the former.

SECOND CLASS. Fraudulent Surveys — Where there
isno evidence found in the field of any good intent on the
part of the Deputy Surveyor to comply with the terms of
his contract — No system being manifest in the field
work, and an entire absence of marks and monuments
whereby to designhate the corners, and where no lines
are traceable—.

In this class of cases the lines will have to be run and
corners established, as if originally, and all the old
irregular lines and corners must be most carefully and
thoroughly obliterated, but their connections with the
true survey must be taken and exhibited in the notes so
that they may be represented on the township plats and
thus be never likely to mislead — but in cases where,
amongst such irregular surveys, there has been any
tract of land sold which is settled upon and occupied
according to the irregular lines of the original survey, if
the same are found, they are to be particularly re-
spected, provided the occupant insists on having the
same preserved; but, in case he shall not so insist, then,-
with his expressed written consent, duly attested, the
Deputy Surveyor may disregard such old irregular
lines, and establish new regular lines as the boundaries
of such section — But when an old irregular section
corner is insisted on being maintained by the occupant
of the tract, such, as a necessary consequence, will have
also to be respected as governing the boundary of the
adjacent sections, the lines of which will close on such
corner. The marks on all such “bearing trees” as are not
adopted, must be most effectually and indelibly, obliter-
ated — and the new “bearing trees” will of course be
marked with the usual initials, N. B. T.”



The letter goes on to say that the examinations of the
resurveys should begin toward the end of the fieldwork so
that the two operations would be completed about the same
time for comparison and not cause delays. In future years, the
gap between the fieldwork completion and then the examina-
tion would sometimes be several years.

Most importantly, though, Butterfield was trying to clas-
sify resurveys. In his first class, he is describing a combina-
tion of what we call a dependent resurvey and a completion
survey. Where actually originally surveyed, such as a half
township, the corners were held fixed, and the other half was
treated as never having been returned as surveyed at all. The
difference is that he was connecting the new work to the old,
and not closing against it, as surveying is done today.

In the second class, he is describing what now is called an
independent resurvey, with the exception that today, the
occupants’ land is surveyed as a tract and is given a tract
number, then the new work is closed against the tract. But-
terfield is connecting the new work to the old tract, which
would in all probability cause some heavy distortion in the
connecting lines. The true independent resurvey as it is now
known was not instituted until 1897.

In March 1852 the Minnesota-lowa boundary was sur-
veyed; it was to be along the parallel of 43° 30’ north latitude,
from the Mississippi River to the Big Sioux River. The initial
point on the Mississippi, monumented with an iron post, was
established by Thomas J. Lee of the Topographical Bureau of
the U.S. Army by astronomic observations in the fall of 1849.
Sargent at Dubuque had been instructed to survey the line
but never got a contract going. In March, Sargent finally
contracted with Captain Andrew Talcott, an astronomic sur-
veyor, for the work. Talcott sent a crew under Deputy Sur-
veyor, James Marsh, ahead of him to run a random line with
a Burt solar compass. Talcott’s crews then came along run-
ning the line with a transit on a tangent line. They extended
the range line between T. 100 N.,R.3and R.4 W. in Iowa to
an intersection with the boundary. From this point on, cor-
ners were to be established at every half mile to stand and be
marked as quarter section, section and township corners on
the south boundary of T. 101 N., in Minnesota. At every 48
miles, an astronomic station was set up, the true parallel of
43° 30’ north latitude determined, and a falling measured to
it from the tangent line. Corner moves were then computed
for moving the temporary points on the tangent over to a true
parallel of latitude and permanent quarter and section cor-
ners monumented. Thus the south boundary of Minnesota
was established as a standard parallel for the rectangular net
as well as a State boundary. It was later used as an auxiliary
baseline of the Fifth Principal Meridian controlling the sur-
veys west of the Mississippi River in Minnesota. The random
line run by Marsh was used as a check on the astronomic
positions and corner moves. As it turned out, the line run by
Marsh, an experienced surveyor, agreed all the way and all
the astronomic observations and calculations would not have
been necessary. The Minnesota-lowa boundary was surveyed
between April 1 and September 6, 1852.

On July 10, 1852, Sargent was instructed to adopt the
Oregon Manual to govern the surveys in Minnesota. He was
to get the Minnesota surveys under way by running guide
meridians and standard parallels in accordance with the
Manual. The letter also instructs him to use standard paral-
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lels and “check” meridians in Iowa and Wisconsin and thus
avoid double corners wherever possible. On May 16, 1853,
nearly identical instructions went to Warner Lewis, the new
Surveyor General.

The Deficiencies Appropriations Act of July 21, 1852, 10
Stat. 15, provided that no further geological surveys would be
made by the government unless authorized by law, which
halted the geological surveys in the Michigan-Wisconsin
country.

On August 19, 1852, Merriwether L. Clark at St. Louis was
instructed to contract for the resurvey of T.8 N.,R.5 E. and T.
14 N, R. 2 E., Fourth Principal Meridian; and T. 15 N, R. 4
E., Third Principal Meridian, in Illinois. He was to hold all
original corners in place and execute the surveys in accord-
ance with the letter of October 8, 1851 (double proportion —
T.90 N,,R. 3 W., Iowa). All improvements were to be shown
as the basis of the “exchange of deeds.”

Up until this time, double proportion was the method used
to resurvey a “sold” township in Michigan, Indiana, lowa,
and Iilinois.

The Appropriations Act of August 31, 1852, 10 Stat. 76,
made provision for the survey of several large islands off the
coast of California, including Santa Cruz, San Miguel, Santa
Rosa, San Bernardino (San Clemente), Santa Catalina, San
Nicolas, and Santa Barbara. The surveys were to be executed
by the USCS under instructions from the GLO, with plats
and field notes to be returned to the GLO. On April 1, 1853,
Commissioner John Wilson instructed A. D. Bache of the
USCS to tie in a corner of the rectangular system on the
mainland, triangulate to the islands, run section lines, and
meander the islands, similar to what was supposed to be done
in the Florida Keys. But again, no rectangular surveys were
made, or none have ever been found if there were any. Funds
for these surveys were again appropriated in 1853 and in
later years, but no plats were ever sent to the GLO. The
islands were never surveyed as part of the rectangular sys-
tem.

On September 16, 1852, John Wilson, who had been Acting
Commissioner during much of Butterfield’s tenure in office,
replace him as Commissioner of the GLO.

On October 4, 1852, King in California contracted with
Henry Washington to establish the initial point and survey of
the baseline of the San Bernardino Meridian. Washington
climbed to the “top of San Bernardino Mountain” on Novem-
ber 8 and erected a monument and flagged it, but he couldn’t
run line or measure from that initial point. On November 17,
he began from a point S. 45° W. from the monument, ran west
7 miles, 47 chains, thence north 5 miles, 42.80 chains, to a
point due west of the monument. By his computations, he was
then 13 miles, 9.80 chains west of the initial point; from there
he began his surveys of the baseline. Other surveys many
years later ended up with two other “initial points” in addi-
tion to Washington’s.

Henry Washington was an experienced surveyor who had
worked extensively in Florida and Louisiana prior to emi-
grating to California. His work was excellent, but having to
establish an initial point on a remote mountain peak was a
handicap not even he could fully overcome.

The Act of January 22, 1853, 10 Stat. 152, amended the Act
of June 12, 1840, and again provided for transferring the
plats and field notes to the State when the public land sur-
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veys were completed, on the provision that the State had to
designate an office to accept the records and provided free
access to them. All transfers of the survey records to State
control since 1853 have been made under this law. After
closure of a Surveyor General’s office, the Commissioner of
the GLO became “ex-officio” Surveyor General.

The Act of March 2, 1853, 10 Stat. 172, created the Terri-
tory of Washington, beginning the breakup of the Oregon
Territory. The new territory included all the country west of
the Continental Divide, north of the Columbia River and the
46th parallel of latitude.

The Act of March 3, 1853, 10 Stat. 244, is probably re-
sponsible for the partial surveys of townships and the prob-
lems which that practice has caused ever since. The title “An
Act to provide for the survey of the Public Lands in Califor-
nia, the granting of Pre-emption Rights therein, and other
purposes,” may be misleading because most of the provisions
were put into practice elsewhere under the wording of the
appropriations acts.

The act provides for the duties of the Surveyor General in
California. He is to execute the public land surveys and
survey the confirmed private land claims and has all the
authority that had been given to the Surveyor General in
Louisiana. The provision in Sec. 3 of the act states: “That
none other than the township lines shall be surveyed when
lands are mineral or are deemed unfit for cultivation; and no
allowance shall be made for such lines as are not actually run
and marked in the field, and where necessary to run.”

The mineral lands had been excluded from the Donation
Land Claims in Oregon. Now the mineral lands were being
excluded from the surveys in California as were lands
“deemed unfit for cultivation.” The deputy surveyors were
being placed in the land classification business, the result
being that only the more easily surveyed lines not known to
contain gold or other valuable minerals were run in the field.
The surveyors were being paid by the mile and picked the
gravy; they ran only those lines they found to be necessary in
surveying the section lines. These partially subdivided
townships with protracted outlying quarter-sections have
caused many problems in the present-day resurveys.

Sec. 4 of the act allowed for use of the geodetic method of
surveying and it also allowed for a departure from the rec-
tangular mode of surveying and subdividing the public lands.
There is no known instance in which those two provisions
were used. Except for the private land claims (Spanish and
Mexican grants) and later the mineral surveys, all of the
public lands in California were surveyed by the rectangular
system.

Sec. 6 of the act provided for preemption on the surveyed or
unsurveyed public lands, except private claims, school or
other state lands, and the mineral lands. Thus the mineral
lands in California were excluded from both survey and
preemption.

On October 6, 1853, Colonel Henry Washington estab-
lished the initial point of the Humboldt Meridian on the
summit of Mount Pierce in north-western California. Once
again, a nearly inaccessible mountain peak was used for
erecting the initial monument. Washington began the sur-
vey of the Humboldt Meridian from a point on line north of
the initial point, but because of the ruggedness of the terrain,
dense brush and timber, very few surveys were made in the
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Humboldt system until many years later. The Surveyor
General couldn’t get deputies to contract for surveys there at
the price allowed by law, which was $15 per mile.

On October 17, 1853, Wilson instructed Lewis in Dubuque
and John Loughborough in St. Louis to survey some islands
in the Mississippi River and “other navigable streams” dur-
ing the ensuing winter months, on the ice. Wilson thought it
much easier to do it that way and they could get the work
done for $6 per mile as a result. Of course, everyone knew
that the regular township and section lines and meanders of
lakes were often being surveyed in the winter in Michigan,
Wisconsin, and lowa. If the snow wasn’t too deep, it was much
easier to get around when the ground was frozen. But this is
the first instance in which the practice was given official
sanction by the Commissioner.

In the Annual Reports of 1853, George Milbourne in Little
Rock and Loughborough in St. Louis reported that Arkansas,
Illinois, and Missouri had refused to accept the field notes as

.a basis of swamp land lists. They also reported that levees

had been or were being built along the Mississippi River.
Levees and cut-offs were being made along the Red River in
Arkansas, which would shorten that river by some 92 miles.
Ditches were being dug to drain the lands, thus changing
their character; after drainage took place, it wasn’t very easy
to tell what was swamp land before drainage. Manmade
avulsions would throw ownerships on the other side of the
river,

On December 31, 1853, Wilson wrote to Loughborough on
the subject of resurveys. The settlersin T. 48 N., R. 5 E., Fifth
Principal Meridian, had petitioned for a resurvey. Private
land claims were involved; apparently there was no govern-
ment land remaining. Wilson refused to approve a resurvey
on several grounds. He thought the Act of February 11, 1805,
was specific because the measurements and areas returned
by the Surveyor General on the original plat were final. Only
in extreme cases should the government become involved in
boundary disputes and then, only with specific approval by
Congress, along with funding. He thought that unless Con-
gress passed a law relative to resurveys and how they should
be done, the problem should be left up to a “competent and
trusty” surveyor, who could prove that a resurvey was really
necessary, in which case the settlers could petition Congress
for the resurvey. He concluded the letter by saying, “With the
foregoing remarks I dismiss the subject for the present. ..”

From then on, very few resurveys were made unless public
lands were largely involved; instead, the work was diverted
to the County and other local Surveyors. These men began
almost immediately to write letters to the Commissioner
requesting advice on how to do resurveys, restore “lost” cor-
ners, and subdivide sections. There were no official instruc-
tions for resurveys, such as the Manual was for surveys. Due
to the history of the many corrective resurveys, many County
Surveyors tried to and often did move original corners to
their “proper” position, particularly quarter-section corners.
Various methods were used to restore lost corners; confusion
and litigation soon followed.

The Act of May 30, 1854, 10 Stat. 277, created the territo-
ries of Nebraska and Kansas. The Nebraska Territory in-
cluded the vast area north of 40° north latitude between the
Continental Divide and the Missouri and White Earth Riv-
ers. The Kansas Territory was approximately the area be-



tween 37° and 40° north latitude between the State of Mis-
souri and the Continental Divide.

The Act of July 17, 1854, 10 Stat. 305, extended the Dona-
tion Land Claims to Washington Territory and estabished
the office of Surveyor General there.

On August 12, 1854, James Tilton was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of Washington. His
instructions were sent on August 31; to continue with the
surveys west of the Cascades and the Willamette Meridian
network. He was to get manuals from Gardner in Oregon and
use the same platting style. Tilton was especially warned to
“secure” his office against fire. “No explosive fluid is ever to
be used in lighting the office, and the hearth of the fireplace
or stove should be so guarded as to the possibility of fire
coming into contact with the floor.”

After the Florence fire in 1827, orders were issued to all
Surveyors General to rent separate buildings for their offices,
not connected to or closely adjoining any other building. No
one was allowed to live in the same building that the Sur-
veyor General’s office occupied. Several plans were devised
for constructing fireproofbuildings and metal-encased vaults
to house the records, but none of those plans were ever
funded. The Surveyor General had to rent space at the lowest
reasonable rate, which was about $500 per year. The warning
to Tilton was prophetic. He opened his office in Olympia by
March 1855. From Charles K. Gardner in Oregon he got the
Washington plats, field notes and supplies, and continued the
established survey operations in Washington.

The Actof July 22, 1854, 10 Stat. 308, established the office
of Surveyor General in New Mexico and another for the
territories of Kansas and Nebraska. It also granted Donation
Land Claims, similar to the Oregon donations, to actual
settlers in New Mexico. It isn’t immediately known how
many such claims were taken up in New Mexico which in-
cluded what is now Arizona. In 1880, Donaldson reported 135
such claims, which were to be taken by legal subdivisions.

The Surveyor General of New Mexico was given double
duty—he had to examine and determine the validity of pri-
vate land claims under Spanish and Mexican grants. In
effect, he was Land Commissioner as well as Surveyor Gener-
al.

On August 5, 1854, William Pelham was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of New Mexico. He was
a good choice because he had been Surveyor General of
Arkansas from 1841 through 1849 and was experienced with
the system and private land claims. Further instructions
were sent on August 21, 1854; Pelham was to establish a
meridian and baseline to govern the New Mexico Territory
surveys. He was to fully acquaint himself with the Spanish
laws and court decisions relating to them, and collect the
documents on which the claims were based. It was a horren-
dous job that Pelham never fully accomplished, but he
jumped in with both feet. He arrived in Santa Fe on Decem-
ber 28, 1854, and immediately opened his office; on his way
he made a reconnaissance of the Rio Grande Valley. In his
1855 Annual Report, Pelham said,

“Agreeable to your instructions I selected a hill about
six miles below the mouth of the Puerco River, which is
two hundred feet high and of a rocky formation. This
hill is nearly round, and is washed at its base by the Rio
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Grande. I have therefore established this hill as the
initial point, and have caused a suitable monument to
be erected on its summit.”

On March 9, 1855, Pelham contracted with John W. Gar-
retson for the survey of the New Mexico Principal Meridian
and baseline. In April, Garretson actually erected the initial
monument and began the surveys of the meridian from it;
this meridian system controls all the surveys in New Mexico
and southwestern Colorado. The New Mexico surveys were to
be done in accordance with the Oregon Manual.

John Calhoun was appointed Surveyor General of Nebras-
ka and Kansas. Wilson sent him instructions on August 26,
1854. The parallel of 40° north latitude was to be surveyed
west from the Missouri River as a baseline of the Sixth
Principal Meridian for a distance of 108 miles or, 18
townships, where the initial point of the Sixth Principal
Meridian was to be established. A “durable” monument was
to be established on the Missouri River as the southeast
corner of T. 1 N., R. 18 E_| Sixth Principal Meridian. From
this baseline, the township boundaries were to be surveyed
north and south in accordance with the Oregon Manual.
Since 40° north latitude was the boundary between the two
territories and later the State line, it was to be carefully
surveyed and monumented.

Calhoun established his office in Fort Leavenworth, Kan-
sas Territory, and on November 2, 1854, contracted with J.P.
Johnson for the survey of the 108 miles of baseline. He
contracted with Charles A. Manners for erecting the durable
monument on the Missouri River and examination of John-
ston’s work. A castiron post was set 52.55 chains west of the
river to keep it from washing away. Johnson’s survey upon
examination proved to be “grossly in error.” In April 1855,
Calhoun contracted with Manners for the resurvey or correc-
tion of the baseline, which Manners did in July of that year.
However, because of the delay caused by the corrective survey,
the first guide meridian of the Sixth Principal Meridian
was established 60 miles west of the river instead of
108 miles. Manners surveyed the meridian line north into
Nebraska and other deputies went to work on the township
lines in Kansas and Nebraska in August 1855. Work pro-
gressed rapidly in the open prairies of those territories, ham-
pered only by the Indians.

The Act of August 4, 1854, 10 Stat. 575, added the Gadsden
Purchase to the Territory of New Mexico and many more
private land claims.

Surveyor General Gardner of Oregon complained in his
annual report of the problems he was having with the Dona-
tion Land Claims (DLC), which were supposed to be taken as
nearly as possible by legal subdivisions of sections. But in
fact, the occupied claim lines laid in all directions, or if
generally east and west, they didn’t conform to the subdivi-
sion lines. Not very many settlers were coming in and filing
their claims so Gardner didn’t know where they were located.
The township and section line surveys were being held up as
a result. If Gardner surveyed the claims as staked on the
ground, many small fractions would be left within a section.

As it turned out, the solution was quite simple. Gardner
and his successors surveyed all of the township and section
lines first without regard to the claims, but made notes of
where the lines apparently entered and left an occupied



claim. Later, as the claims were actually filed and verified,
the DLC boundaries were surveyed and tied to the existing
rectangular surveys. The first claim surveyed in a township
was designated No. 37, the second No. 38, and so on. When all
claims in a township were surveyed, a DLC plat was made.
The fractions remaining in a section were lotted with a lot
number and area, which could then be sold by the land office.
A separate set of field notes were made, called simply the
“DLC Notes.” It eventually worked out quite well; one in-
teresting item, however, did occur. In 1859, Surveyor Gener-
al William W. Chapman reported that he had surveyed a
DLC which laid across a navigable river, the Umpqua, with-
out meandering the river through it, and returned the por-
tion within the river as part of the total area of the DLC.
Thus, the bed of a navigable river was patented; it is pre-
sumed that this could pose an interesting legal problem of
ownership, especially if accretion was involved.

The DLC plats in Oregon were basically on the same plan
as the system used in Florida, except that the claims were not
called sections. An 1849 Florida plat is shown in Fig. 40.

An Oregon DLC plat of T. 23 S., R. 7 W., Willamette
Meridian, is shown in Fig. 41. Comparison of these plats
readily reveal the similarities.

The Appropriations Act of March 3, 1855, 10 Stat. 643,
provided funds for the Surveyor General and for surveys of
Utah Territory. David H. Burr was appointed Surveyor
General and established his office in Salt Lake City on July
27, 1855; he designated the southeast corner of the “Temple
Block” as the initial point for the Salt Lake Meridian. The
survey of the baseline and meridian was begun by Deputy
Surveyor Frederick H. Burr in 1856. By the end of Septem-
ber, he had surveyed the baseline four miles east and 36 miles
west and the meridian had been run 84 miles north and 72
miles south. Not much more was done before 1857.

The same appropriations act provided funds for the survey
of the “Outlines of Indian Reservations” in Kansas and Ne-
braska. During the later part of 1855 and most of 1856,
Calhoun had most of his deputies working on the exterior
boundaries of Indian reservations so that he could avoid them
in the regular rectangular work. In the ensuing years, more
and more reservation boundaries were surveyed in Nebras-
ka, Kansas, and Minnesota territories, but the responsibility
was divided between Indian Affairs and the GLO for nearly
ten more years.

The 1855 Manual of Surveying Instructions, an expansion
of the Oregon Manual of 1851, again prepared by John M.
Moore, Principal Clerk of Surveys, was officially issued on
February 22, 1855. It established the present system of base-
lines, principal meridians, spacing of standard parallels, and
guide meridians.

Although technical details of monumentation, rectangular
and closing limits, equipment, and the like have evolved
since that time, the basic system of rectangular surveys has
remained the same since this manual was issued. The 1855
Manual, Diagram B, shows the unusual numbering of lots
bordering on the north and west boundaries of the township.
Those we now call lots 1 and 2 are labeled No. 2, and those we
now call lots 3 and 4, are also labeled No. 2. It is unknown
why this method of designating those lots was used; it was a
change from that used after 1832 and it continued until 1866.
Fig. 42 is a copy of Diagram B, from the 1855 Manual.
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The 1855 Manual by inference indicates that only navi-
gable streams were to be meandered on both banks. Perhaps
only one bank of a non-navigable river was to be meandered;
only the field notes of a particular township surveyed during
the period would reveal the true policy adopted. This manual
does indicate that a true line across meandered streams was
only surveyed on township boundaries and meridional sec-
tion lines. On latitudinal lines (east-west section lines) the
line was run west from a section corner to the meandered
stream and east from the section corner (a mile to the west),
to the meandered stream and meander corners established,
with a tie made across the stream. This practice almost in-
variably created a kink in the section line crossing the
stream. For other details, the Manual should be consulted,
including the specimen field notes.

Thomas A. Hendricks was appointed Commissioner of the
GLO on August 8, 1855; he was the first commissioner who
apparently had no background or qualifications for the job.
He was born near Zanesville, Ohio, on September 7, 1819,
and graduated from South Hanover College, Indiana in 1841.
He was elected successively to both houses of the Indiana
Legislature and to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1851.
Hendricks was a politician of the Democratic Party with no
real background in surveying and the land laws. He later
became a U.S. Senator, Governor of Indiana, and ran for
President in 1868, 1876, 1880, and 1884, when he was elected
Vice President and died in 1885. Some of the rulings and
letters during Hendrick’s tenure were not always correct.

On February 6, 1856, Hendricks replied to Leander Chap-
man at Detroit regarding the proper method of restoring the
lost quarter corners on the east and west boundaries of sec-
tion 4, T.34 N.,R. 10 E., Second Principal Meridian, Indiana.
The original survey had returned the east line as 79.96
chains and the west line as 79.90 chains. The County Sur-
veyor had found those lines to measure 72.84 chains and
73.71 chains respectively, between found section corners.
The local Circuit Court had ruled that because the 1800 law
said the excess or deficiency was to be placed in the last half
mile going into the north and west boundaries, the quarter
corners should be restored exactly 40 chains north of the
southeast and southwest corners of Section 4. That, of course,
put all the error in the last or north half mile. Chapman and
the County Surveyor disagreed with the decision by the court
and asked Hendricks’ opinion. He replied that the Act of
February 11, 1805, controlled because the lengths of the lines
returned on the plat were by law the true length, and there-
fore the lost quarter corners should be restored by single
proportionate measure. This would place the east quarter
corner at 36.44 chains north and the west quarter corner at
36.90 chains north of the section corners.

This letter is included here to illustrate the type of ques-
tions or problems which began flooding the Commissioner’s
office after the suspension of resurveys in 1853. It also illus-
trates the gross misunderstanding of the various surveying
laws by many surveyors and even the courts. There were no
rules for restoring lost corners by Congress; they had to be
developed as they had been in part by the Commissioner and
the courts. The Commissioner rendered these rulings with-
out any legal authority to do so; they could only be opinions
unless public lands were involved. However, the reader
should always keep in mind that the Commissioner was a
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very busy man with many activities under his supervision.
The opinions written were probably written by the Principal
Clerk of Surveys; unless litigation was pending, they were
probably signed by the Commissioner without careful analy-
sis.

In the spring of 1856, John Loughborough, Surveyor
General of Illinois and Missouri, prepared his Instructions to
Deputy Surveyors. He sent a draft of these instructions to
Hendricks for approval and requested permission to have
them printed. Hendricks approved and requested Lough-
borough to send him 200 copies when they came off the press,
which Loughborough did later in the year. These Instruc-
tions were basically in agreement with the 1855 official
Manual, but in conflict in the limits of closure for a township
(Manual, 3% chains; Instructions, 5 chains). Also, the Manu-
al required lines into the north and west boundaries to be run
random and true with closing corners only on standard paral-
lels. The Instructions called for closing (double) corners
against the north and west boundaries, which was the “old
practice” before 1846. Much more importantly, however, was
the appendix to Loughborough’s Instructions, pages 47
through 64, which outlined an opinion on the proper method
of restoring lost corners and subdividing sections. Basically,
section corners are to be restored by single proportion be-
tween found corners to the north and south of the missing
corners, but there is some hedging and, depending upon in-
terpretation, suggests a double proportion under certain cir-
cumstances. Under Item [23] on page 55, the following state-
ment is made, “None of the Acts of Congress, in relation to the
Public Lands, make any special provision in respect to the
manner in which the subdivisions of Sections should be made
by Deputy Surveyors.” This seems incredible in view of the
fact that all Surveyors General were supplied with copies of
the acts of Congress, including the Act of February 11, 1805,
and the Act of April 5, 1832, which most certainly states how
sections are to be subdivided. These Instructions should be
studied in their entirety to fully understand what the sug-
gested methods of subdividing sections were. The most con-
troversial was that the center quarter-section corner should
be established at midpoint on the east-west centerline and
the center of the quarter sections (NE Yis) should be estab-
lished in the same manner.

After receiving the 200 copies of Loughborough’s Instruc-
tions, Hendricks began immediately to send a copy to County
Surveyors who generally inquired about how to subdivide
sections; he referred them to pages 47-62 of the Instructions.
This policy continued until about 1863 when the supply of the
1856 Instructions became exhausted. The policy of restoring
lost section corners primarily by single proportion between
found corners to the north and south was continued until
1882. The argument for the method was usually given about
as follows: It is well known that the meridional section lines
are actually run in the field, due north, with quarter and
section corners established at 40 and 80 chains. These lines
are always run. It is also well known that most deputies do
not run the east-west section lines all the way, instead they
stub out from a section corner just 40 chains and set the
quarter corners on the east-west lines, but return field notes
with the quarter corner as being at midpoint and on a true
line. Therefore, a quarter corner to the east or west would not
be a proper basis for restoring a lost section corner in its
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original position. The same basic argument was used for
establishing the center quarter corner at midpoint on the
east-west centerline and connecting the north and south cen-
terlines therefrom to the original quarter corners on the
north and south sides of the section. The method outlined was
believed to make a more equitable division of the section into
quarter sections, and on down into one-sixteenth sections.

Looking at the subject from a point of equity, the argument
has some understandable merit, but to scholars of the law, as
enacted by Congress, the method of subdividing sections was
erroneous, It was this whole argument that prompted the
now famous letter of opinion written by Abraham Lincoln on
January 6, 1859, in which he said the center quarter corner
should be placed at the intersection of straight centerlines
connecting the original quarter-section corners.

On January 6, 1857, Loughborough was instructed to pre-
pare the Illinois and Missouri records for transmittal to the
State authorities and close the St. Louis office by June 30,
1857. The surveys in those States were still not complete and
no State legislation had been passed for acceptance of the
records. The order was not implemented.

The Legislative, Executive, and Judicial Appropriations
ActofMarch 3, 1857, 11 Stat. 206, under “Surveyors General
and their Clerks.” directs the Secretary of the Interior to
cause the “Surveyor General northwest of the Ohio” (at De-
troit, Michigan) to be moved to St. Paul, Minnesota. On
March 27, 1857, Charles L. Emerson was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of Minnesota at Detroit;
he actually replaced Chapman on April 12, 1857, and closed
the Detroit office on May 11. He opened the Minnesota office
in St. Paul on May 23, 1857 and he transferred most of the
Michigan records to the State at that time. After bringing all
arrears up to snuff, he completed transfer of the Michigan
records in May 1858. He received the Minnesota survey rec-
ords from Lewis in Dubuque and continued the Minnesota
surveys without any particular trouble.

In July 1857, David H. Burr, Surveyor General of Utah,
was run out of Salt Lake City by militant Mormans. John C.
Hays from California was appointed to officially fill the
vacant post but apparently never went to Utah. Burr even-
tually sent his son to Salt Lake City, who turned over the
Utah records to the Territorial Governor on April 5, 1858,
The Utah office remained vacant until September 29, 1859,
when Samuel C. Stambaugh took over the post; but he quit in
1861 and for all practical purposes, no rectangular surveys
were made in Utah until 1869.

The 1857 Annual Report indicated that some 17,000 miles
of survey lines had been run in Kansas and 7,000 miles in
Nebraska, which is indicative of the speed in which those
plains were being surveyed.

On May 25, 1857, Hendricks gave approval and instruc-
tions to William J. McCulloh, Surveyor General of Louisiana,
for the survey of dried-up “Spanish Lake” in townships 9 and
10 north, range 9 west, Louisiana Meridian. The lake had
been meandered during the original survey but had dried up
due to drainage, and the plat was approved October 27, 1857.
This is the first of the dried-up lake surveys that were dis-
covered.

The Commissioner considered all non-navigable lakes to
be public land subject to survey and disposal the same as any
other unsurveyed public land. Prior to 1825, only the very



large lakes were meandered; after 1825, lakes of 40 acres and
upward in size were meandered, and these only, because
settlers didn’t want to pay for land they couldn’t farm. So the
lakes were meandered and left unsold, but were still public
land subject to survey and disposal when and if they dried up,
or if the government chose to survey and sell them. Sur-
veying a body of water wasn’t very practical until after it
dried up, for whatever reason. The States tried to claim lakes
under the Swamp Lands Act, but the claims were rejected
because they weren’t “swamp land,” nor “overflowed,” under
the meaning of those acts. The position was that shallow
lakes, ponds, and marshes were to be surveyed whenever the
Commissioner chose to approve a survey, because they were
not navigable and were not streams as defined by Sec. 9 of the
ActofMay 18, 1796. Therefore, the abutting owners could not
own them in common to the center of the stream. Since the
government had merely meandered them to segregate them
from lands being sold, the adjoiners could not and did not
have any riparian rights.

In retrospect, knowing the basis of the elimination of these
small lakes from land sales, the argument was valid. Ironi-
cally, the 1851 and 1855 Manuals had lowered the size of
lakes to be meandered to 25 acres, but then cautioned that
“shallow ponds, readily to be drained, or likely to dry up, are
not to be meandered.” Perhaps John Moore harbored doubts
about the validity of the contention that dried-up meandered
lakes would remain public land. The survey of some of the
more important dried-up lakes will be mentioned herein as
they occurred. With very few exceptions, only lakes that were
completely dried up were surveyed.

Minnesota was admitted to the Union on May 11, 1858,11
Stat. 285, with its present boundaries.

The Acts of May 18, 1858, 11 Stat. 289-290, pertain to
California. The first act makes authenticated copies of the
Surveyor General’s records admissable as evidence in a court
oflaw. The second act makes it a crime to falsify documents to
establish land claims, which was precipitated by persons
faking papers and documents in attempts to enlarge or estab-
lish claims under Spanish or Mexican laws.

The Act of May 29, 1858, 11 Stat. 293, extended the public
land laws and surveys to the lands east of the Cascade Moun-
tains in Washington and Oregon territories. In late 1858,
David P. Thompson, Deputy Surveyor, extended the Wil-
lamette Baseline across the mountains to the southeast cor-
ner of T. 1 N.,R. 32 E., and ran the Columbia Guide Meridian
north for 25 miles. The large area east of the Cascades was
finally being opened for survey and settlement.

The 1858 Annual Report indicates that 20,000 miles had
been surveyed during the year in Kansas-Nebraska, the so-
lar compass was being used on all surveys in New Mexico,
and all land offices had been ordered to police the public
timber lands and stop the stealing of timber, especially pine,
from the public domain. Timber thefts were particularly
great in Wisconsin, Minnesota, and parts of Florida.

On July 23, 1858, Hendricks issued Special Instructions to
a County Surveyor in Michigan for the survey of some islands
in Thunder Bay. The letter contains the following statement:

“I would inform you in reply, that upon the terms pro-
posed you can proceed to survey those islands and for

- Yy

your guidance in the work I herewith enclose a copy of
the Instructions that were issued some years ago to the
United States Deputy Surveyors in the District of I1li-
nois and Missouri and which instructions are applicable
to all of the other Surveying Districts.”

The Instructions referred to are those by Loughborough in
1856. The 1855 Manual contained some instructions and
field note examples for the survey of islands. The 1856 In-
structions, page 33 [85] and [86], are better written and
easier to understand concerning island surveys, but the let-
ter does not mention the 1855 Manual and implies that the
1856 Instructions are applicable in full to all surveying dis-
tricts. Perhaps it was meant to be only so in relation to island
surveys. Incidentally, the authority for this survey was re-
voked because the County Surveyor wanted half interest
ownership of the islands from the applicants in payment for
doing the survey. The Commissioner considered such
arrangements illegal.

On August 12, 1858, Hendricks wrote to a man in Ohio who
reported a hiatus, 40 to 50 rods wide, between T. 10 N., Rs. 1
and 2 E., Michigan Meridian, and wanted the strip surveyed
so he could buy it. The man reported two separate and dis-
tinct range lines. Hendricks refused the request on the
grounds that the original survey plats did not show any
unsurveyed strip; therefore there was none.

On February 7, 1859, Surveyor General Henry M. Rector
in Little Rock, Arkansas, resigned. The Little Rock office was
closed on March 12, 1859, and the records were turned over to
the Register and Receiver of the Land Office for safekeeping.
In 1876, many of the Arkansas records were in the Washing-
ton office being properly filed and organized; the remainder
were in Little Rock. Donaldson reported that the Register
turned over the Arkansas records to the State in 1861 during
the Civil War.

Oregon was admitted to the Union on February 14, 1859,
11 Stat. 383, with its present boundaries.

In August 1859, the west boundary of Minnesota was sur-
veyed south from Big Stone Lake by Chauncey Snow and
Henry Hutton to the Iowa line, under contract with the Com-
missioner. Iron posts were used in places on that boundary.

In 1859, the parallel of 43° 30’ latitude, the south boundary
of Minnesota, was extended west into the Dakota Territory,
under contract with the Surveyor General of Wisconsin and
Iowa, and township boundaries north of that line were sur-
veyed, which began the surveys in a virgin area.

On October 18, 1859, Samuel A. Smith, a politician, be-
came Commissioner of the GLO, replacing Hendricks. In the
1859 Annual Report, Smith discussed the proposed Home-
stead Law being debated in Congress. Rumors of this law,
which Smith opposed, were greatly reducing land sales.

On February 23, 1860, Joseph S. Wilson, who had been
Chief Clerk in the GLO until his appointment, replaced
Smith as Commissioner of the GLO.

The Swamp Lands Act was extended to the states of Minne-
sota and Oregon by the Act of March 12, 1860, 12 Stat. 3.
None of the states admitted after this date are “swamp land
states.”

On October 27, 1860, Wilson wrote the following letter in
regard to dried-up lakes:
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A. C. Root, Esq.
Lyons, Iowa

Sir:

Thave to acknowledge the receipt of yours of Oct. 22nd
in which you state that a small Lake in Township 83
North, of Range five East, at the time of the Govern-
ment Survey has since been drained owing to ditches
made by the adjoining land owners (yourself being one)
and that being desirous to enter it you apply to this
office for instructions how to proceed in order to do so.

In reply I have to state, that whenever one or more
persons living adjacent to a lake or pond, which by
nature or other causes, such as evaporation, etc. be-
comes dry, wish to purchase the whole or any part of it,
and with that view, desire it to be surveyed, he or they
must file an application in writing, accompanied by an
affidavit of at least two respectable persons, that they
have made a personal inspection of the premises, and
setting forth the facts of the disappearance of the water
and the arable character of the land, and that the appli-
cant has given notice to the coterminous proprietors, of
his proposed application to the Surveyor General for the
extension of the lines of the Public Surveys.

At any time after two months from the filing of said
application, should no objection be made, the Surveyor
General may extend the lines over the tract in question,
and this Office will authorize the Register and Receiver
to open the lands to sale or location.

No Survey however can be ordered, unless the water
has wholly and permanently disappeared.

Very Respectfully

Your Ob’t Servant

Jos. S. Wilson
Commissioner

This letter is nearly identical to following letters of the
period concerning the survey of dried-up lakes. Some letters
pointed out that a survey did not give the applicant any
special rights and that the land temporarily enured to the
benefit of abutting owners until the lake was totally and
permanently dried up. In the closed States, application was
made directly to the Commissioner who would then contract
for the survey, if it had been approved.

The survey of the lake in T. 83 N., R. 5 E., was apparently
not made until many years later. An 1879 letter listed the
plat of it as having been approved March 21, 1876.

On December 19, 1860, Wilson authorized Emerson in St.
Paul to have surveyed a drained and dried-up lake in sections
4,5,8,and 9, T. 28 N, R. 22 W., Fourth Principal Meridian,
Minnesota. The lake was meandered in the original survey of
1853. The survey was made by C. W. Iddings, Deputy Sur-
veyor, and the plat approved by Emerson on January 4, 1861.
These plats are shown in Figs. 43 and 44. The land in the
former lake is now part of an airport in South St. Paul,
Minnesota.

The 1860 Annual Report indicated that most of the surveys
in Iowa were completed and that the surveys in Dakota were
progressing rapidly, but with no land office, sales could not be
made. Wilson also reported that many unauthorized and
illegal surveys were being made in Carson Valley, Nevada by
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“County Surveyors.” In 1860, Nevada was still not actually
organized into a surveying district and many miners took it
on themselves to have the land surveyed.

Kansas was admitted to the Union on January 29,1861, 12
Stat. 126, with its present boundaries.

The preliminaries to the Civil War were felt in February
1861. South Carolina had seceded from the Union on Decem-
ber 20, 1860; this action was followed in January by the
secession of the other Southern States including Florida and
Louisiana.

On February 6, 1861, the Surveyor General of Louisiana,
William J. McCulloh, notified Wilson that he had resigned
his position and had turned over the Louisiana records to
State authorities.

On February 10, 1861, Francis L. Dancy, Surveyor General
of Florida, sent similar notification. The “bond book” lists
Dancy as officially resigning on March 4, 1861. However, in
April, he actually approved a survey that had been made in
April. After the war, the deputy tried to collect on the con-
tract without any luck. The survey was also never honored
and was done over in the 1870’s.

The Civil War started on April 12, 1861, and ended April 9,
1865. The surveys suffered due to reduced appropriations and
consolidation of offices but did proceed at a slower pace.

The Act of February 28, 1861, 12 Stat. 172, organized the
Territory of Colorado, with the same boundaries as that State
now has. Colorado Territory was created out of lands that had
been in the territories of Utah, New Mexico, Kansas, and
Nebraska. The act established the office of Surveyor General
for the new territory, and Francis M. Case, appointed the first
Surveyor General of Colorado on April 5, 1861, established
his office in Denver on June 17, 1861. The baseline of the
Sixth Principal Meridian had been extended along the 40th
parallel to the summit of the Rocky Mountains under the
Surveyor General of Kansas and Nebraska, Ward B. Burnett,
in 1859, so Case had only to contract for expansion of the
existing rectangular system.

The Act of March 2, 1861, 12 Stat. 209, created both the
Territory of Nevada and the office of Surveyor General.
Nevada consisted of lands taken from Utah. John W. North
was appointed Surveyor General on March 28, 1861, and
established his office at Carson City on June 22, 1861. North
contracted with Butler Ives for the extension of the Mount
Diablo Meridian into Nevada from California. Ives ran the
second, third and fourth standard parallels into Nevada and
executed other rectangular surveys around the Carson Val-
ley area in 1861. No new meridian and baseline was created.
All of Nevada is on the Mount Diablo system.

Also on March 2, 1861, 12 Stat. 239, the Dakota Territory
and the office of Surveyor General were created; the Dakota
Territory included all the Nebraska Territory between Min-
nesota and the Rocky Mountains and between 43° and 49°
north latitude. George D. Hill was appointed the first Sur-
veyor General of Dakota Territory and he took office on June
27,1861. He established his office at Yankton, South Dakota,
on July 1, 1861. No new meridians or baselines were estab-
lished at the time. The south boundary of Minnesota was
extended west as a Standard Parallel of the Fifth Principal
Meridian and used as an auxiliary baseline for extending the
surveys in the Dakotas.

On March 16, 1861, James M. Edmunds replaced Wilson as
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Commissioner of the GLO. Wilson returned to the position of
Chief Clerk in the GLO.

On June 20, 1861, Edmunds notified William Cuddy, the
new Surveyor General in St. Louis, that no appropriation had
been made for the operation of his office and it would prob-
ably have to close by the end of June. On September 15,
Cuddy was notified that $6,800 was allotted to him “for
preparing the records to be turned over to the States.” Cuddy
operated for the next two years on “slush fund” moneys.

On February 17, 1862, the Supreme Court of the United
States rendered the final decision in the case of Johnston vs.
Jones, 66 U.S. 117, which involved a dispute over the division
and ownership of lands formed by accretion along the water-
front in Chicago, Iilinois. The court ruled that the accretion
should be divided along the new waterline in proportion to
the original holding along the old. The case is the basis of the
“apportionment of frontage” rule, the method used today
when applicable. The rule is well described in Sections 7-58
and 7-59 of the 1973 Manual.

On March 3, 1862, John A. Clark, Surveyor General of New
Mexico, fled from Santa Fe because it had been invaded by
Texas soldiers of the Confederacy. Clark packed up most of
the records, except some of the Spanish Archives, and sent
them to Fort Union. He returned to Santa Fe on May 20,
1862, and found almost everything in good order; the Texans
had taken most of the furniture but had left the records
unmolested.

By Sec. 4 of the Act of March 14, 1862, 12 Stat. 369, Nevada
was made part of the California surveying district under the
Surveyor General in San Francisco. The office in Carson City
was closed after operating only six months. Confusion in the
Nevada surveys followed.

The Act of May 15, 1862, 12 Stat. 387, created the Depart-
ment of Agriculture, which would one day take administra-
tive control of large areas of the public lands, and, in some
cases, survey parts of those lands.

The Homestead Law was enacted by Congress on May 20,
1862,12 Stat. 392. The law applied to persons over 21 years of
age, “who has never borne arms against the United States
Government or given aid and comfort to its enemies.” The
homesteader could acquire patent to 160 acres, upon proof of
settlement and cultivation, conforming to legal subdivisions,
after the lands had been surveyed. An original township
survey in Nevada in 1948 was executed to allow patent on a
homestead, filed on in 1923. The homestead patent could not
issue until the land was officially surveyed. Patent to sur-
veyed homesteads could be accelerated by a cash entry pay-
ment of $1.25 or $2.50 per acre. Although the Homestead
Law was amended many times in later years, the basic law
remained the same; 160 acres of agricultural land was given
to anyone who would settle on it and plant a crop there. The
law greatly increased the need for extension of the rectangu-
lar public land surveys.

The Act of May 30, 1862, 12 Stat. 409, was entitled “An Act
to reduce the Expenses of Survey and Sale of the Public Lands
in the United States.”

Sec. 1 of the act states that contracts for surveys would not
be binding on the United States until approved by the Com-
missioner of the GLO. Great delays in execution of the field-
work resulted because of the lapse in time between a contract
being negotiated by a Surveyor General, transmittal to and
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approval by Washington, return to the Surveyor General,
and then finally a party outfitted and sent to the field. The
fieldwork was usually executed the following field season,
perhaps a year or more after the initial signing of the con-
tract. But all subsequent contracts were approved in
Washington until the contract system was abolished in 1910.

Sec. 2 of the act made the 1855 Manual of Surveying In-
structions part of every contract. The Manual, Special In-
structions of the Surveyor General, when not in conflict with
the Manual, and Instructions from the Commissioner, were
also made part of the contracts. Thus, in theory at least, the
conflicts between the 1855 Manual and the 1856 Instructions
for Illinois and Missouri, were eliminated by law. The 1855
Manual was the controlling document and the Surveyors
General could not issue instructions in conflict with it. But,
as previously noted, the 1855 Manual contained no instruc-
tions for restoration of lost corners and subdivision of sec-
tions. Those rules continued to be formulated by the Commis-
sioner with little consistency.

Sec. 3 gave the Commissioner full power to establish sur-
veying fees within the maximum allowed and also required
that the cost of surveying and platting private land claims be
paid by the claimant before a patent could be issued.

Sec. 4 combined Utah and Colorado into one surveying
district under the Surveyor General of Colorado; it also com-
bined Nevada and California, as previously noted.

Sec. 8 gave the Surveyor General of New Mexico the addi-
tional duties of Register and Receiver. He was then in effect
the entire land office in that large territory.

Sec. 10 of the act provided for the first of the “deposit
surveys.” Settlers wishing to speed up the surveys could
apply and deposit a sum sufficient to pay the cost. The Sur-
veyor General could then survey the township at the expense
of the settlers; however, not many settlers chose to pay the
costs this would incur.

The Actof June 14,1862, 12 Stat. 427, was entitled “An Act
to protect the Property of Indians who have adopted the
habits of civilized life.” The act provided for protection of
those Indians who had received an allotment of tribal lands
according to treaty stipulations. The Indian agent was to
protect the allottee from trespass, etc. Nothing was said
about how the agent was to determine the boundaries of an
allotment and thus prove a trespass occurred. The method of
surveying allotment boundaries was not spelled out by sta-
tute until the Act of April 8, 1864.

The Act of July 1, 1862, 12 Stat. 489, added another duty to
the hard-pressed Surveyors General. The act was the huge
railroad land grant to subsidize the construction of the Union
Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads from the Missouri River
to the Pacific Ocean. A right-of-way 200 feet in width on each
side of the track and all odd-numbered sections for 10 miles
each side of the track were granted. The grant did not apply to
mineral lands. If necessary, the railroad was given the right
of eminent domain (they could condemn private lands). Sec. 7
of the act required that the lands be surveyed as soon as any
portion of track was completed.

This act and subsequent, similar, railroad grants placed a
heavy burden on the surveyors. It also caused the partial
survey of many townships. The act is very long and complex,
prohibiting a synopsis here. For full details of this and other
railroad grants, the acts themselves should be reviewed.
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October 8, 1862, Thomas A. Townsend, the Surveyor
General at Dubuque, suddenly died. James M. Edmunds
directed Isaac N. Higbee, the Chief Clerk to operate the
office, but Higbee could not approve surveys or enter into
contracts. The law did not allow for an “acting” Surveyor
General. Higbee conducted the business until Henry A.
Wiltse was appointed to the post on January 29, 1863.

The Act of February 24, 1863, 12 Stat. 664, established the
Territory of Arizona and the office of Surveyor General. All of
the New Mexico Territory lying west of the present Arizona-
New Mexico boundary, including part of present Nevada,
was included in Arizona Territory. Levi Bashford was
appointed Surveyor General in August 1863 and opened an
office in Tucson on January 25, 1864. Apparently he never
executed any surveys for there is no record of any. The
Appropriations Act of July 2, 1864, 13 Stat. 344, attached
Arizona to New Mexico under Clark at Santa Fe. Bashford
was terminated and closed the office on July 4, 1864. The
same act attached Nevada and Idaho to the Colorado sur-
veying district and made Montana part of the the Dakota
surveying district.

Some confusion may have resulted. Colorado was so remote
from Nevada that John Pierce in Denver could hardly con-
tract for surveys there. Plats of Nevada surveys were
approved by Lauren Upson, Surveyor General of California,
from 1864 to 1866.

The Act of March 3, 1863, 12 Stat. 754, required the Presi-
dent to reserve lands for townsites on rivers, harbors, and
other prospective centers of population. The townsites were
to be surveyed by the government into “urban and suburban
lots of suitable size.” This act was the origin of the so-called
“Presidential Townsite”, now codified in 43 U.S.C. 711-712.
The first townsite surveyed and lots sold under this act was
the Townsite of Port Angelesin the present State of Washing-
ton.

The Act of March 3, 1863, 12 Stat. 808, established the
Territory of Idaho, and included the area which is now the
States of Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming. No provision was
made for surveys.

On March 24, 1863, Edmunds replied to John Cross, Coun-
ty Surveyor of Page County, Iowa, on how to subdivide sec-
tions. Edmunds stated that the center quarter corner should
be at the intersection of centerlines run between original
quarter-section corners, with the exception of sections on
exterior boundaries or where the sections were otherwise not
normal. This letter was the first step away from the method
used according to the 1856 Instructions.

On June 29, 1863, the following letter was written, prob-
ably by J. H. Hawes, who was the Principal Clerk of Surveys,
in regard to the restoration of lost corners.

General Land Office
D. W. Mazxon, Esq., June 29th, 1863.
Cedar Creek, Washington, Co., Wis.

Sir:

Your letter of the 12th inst., asking for information as
to the proper mode of establishing lost corners of the
public surveys, etc., is received. As stated in my com-
munication of the 2d inst., this office does not assume to
exercise any control over the surveying operations of
county surveyors.

For the information of surveyors who may be called
upon to re-establish lost corners of the public surveys or
subdivide sections, the following general principles,
based upon the laws of Congress and the regulations of
the land department in accordance therewith, may be
stated:

1st. Section and quarter section corners as estab-
lished by the government survey, must, by law of Con-
gress, stand as the true corners.

2d. Missing corners must be re-established at the
identical point where the original posts were planted by
the U.S. deputy surveyors.

3d. The legal presumption is, in the absence of any
evidence to the contrary, that lost section and quarter
section posts were originally established at the dis-
tances indicated in the field notes.

4th. Half quarter section corners must be established
equidistant from the section and quarter section posts.

The first proposition above is in accordance with a law
of Congress approved February 11th, 1805. To divide a
section into quarters a right line should be run from the
quarter section posts in one section line to the corre-
sponding quarter section post in the opposite section
line, even though one or more of these posts may have
been established nearer to one section corner than the
other, thereby giving to one quarter section more than
160 acres and to another less.

The second proposition grows out of the first, and is in
accordance with the laws of Congress. It is the duty of
the surveyor to re-establish missing posts in the exact
locality where they were originally placed in the gov-
ernment survey. The proof of locality first sought to be
obtained should be the “witness trees,” or any other
means of identification contained in the field notes, and
next, clear and unquestionable testimony of any other
kind. If no bearing trees, or other evidences in the field
notes or elsewhere exist, by which the locality of the
missing posts can be identified or determined in the
field, then, as stated under the third head, the legal
presumption is, that the missing section or quarter sec-
tion corners were originally established in conformity
with the distances expressed in the field notes, and the
surveyor should so re-establish them.

Extinct quarter section corners, except on fractional
section lines, when they cannot be identified as above,
should be re-established equidistant between the sec-
tion corners, in a right line between the nearest noted
“line trees” each side of it, if there are any, but if none
are found, then in a right line between the section
corners. Extinct quarter section posts on section lines
which close on the north and west, boundaries of
townships, should be re-established, according to the
original measurement there of, at 40 chains from the
last interior section corner.

Extinct section corners may be re-established by run-
ning a right line between the nearest noted “line trees”
north and south and east and west of the lost corner, if
there be any such trees within the distance of the
nearest quarter section, or section corners; but if no
“line trees” be found, then between the nearest quarter
section or section corners, and at the point of intersec-



tion of the two lines thus run, establish the section
corner, with new bearings, to the nearest and most
desirable objects.

The quarter mile posts are not established in govern-
ment surveys, but are, by law, understood to be equidis-
tant from the section and quarter section corners, as
stated under the fourth head, and should be so estab-
lished by the county surveyor.

It may be remarked, that where the measurement of
any section line by the county surveyor does not corre-
spond with the original measurement recorded in the
field notes, lost corners should be re-established at pro-
portional distances from each other between the known
corners.

A proper application of the principles embraced here-
in will enable the practical surveyor to subdivide the
public lands and re-establish the lost corners of the
public surveys, in conformity with law and the regula-
tions and usages of the land department.

There are some anomalous cases, such, for instance,
as double corners on the north and west boundary lines
of townships, an explanation of which must be omitted
owing to the length of this communication. The general
principles which should govern the county surveyor are,
however, indicated with sufficient clearness to guide
him in the rightful performance of his duties.

Very respectfully, etc.,
Jas. M. Edmunds, Commissioner.

The letter illustrates the problem of restoring lost corners
and the value placed on “line trees”, which were held to
control the direction of a section line but not to control dis-
tance or proportion along that line. A lost quarter corner was
restored at proportionate distance between the section cor-
ners.

The letter says that section corners should be restored by
direct evidence first, and in accordance with the proportioned
field notes second. Then it goes on to say the corner may be
re-established at the intersection of east-west and north-
south lines determined by line trees, quarter corners, or other
section corners. The intersection method was enacted into
law by the Missouri State Legislature (Missouri Statutes,
Sec. 60.290) and was upheld by decisions of the State courts.
However, the law could only apply to private lands in that
state, not to public lands. This State statute was changed in
1979 and the laws there are now in close conformity with the
1973 Manual.

The Indian Reservation problem became more acute in
1863. Mark W. Delahay, Surveyor General at Leavenworth,
Kansas, complained of the hodge-podge system to Secretary
of the Interior J. P. Usher, who sent the complaint down to
Edmunds for reply. Edmunds explained on July 30, 1863,
that Indian boundaries were surveyed under various acts of
Congress, some with Indian Office money and under Indian
Office supervision, some by order of the President, some by
order of the Secretary, and others by the Commissioner and/
or a Surveyor General. There was no consistency in the
methods of surveys or field notes and plats if any. Edmunds
recommended a single law placing all the Indian surveys
under the supervision of the Commissioner, it was passed a
year later.

On August 10, 1863, Special Instructions were issued to
J. H. Hawes, Principal Clerk of Surveys in the GLO, for the
survey of Fort Howard Military Reserve at Green Bay, Wis-
consin, and the Fort Crawford Reserve at Prairie du Cheinon
the Mississippi River. These old reserves were to be surveyed
and disposed of under the public land laws, just two of many
Military Reserve surveys which were to follow over the next
70 years or more. Those two surveys by Hawes were also
made by a direct employee, not under a contract.

A letter dated September 3, 1863, written to Frank Dorr,
County Surveyor, West Liberty, Iowa, advised him to double
proportion the lost southeast corner of Sec. 28.

On October 26, 1863, Edmunds ordered Cuddy at St. Louis
to close his office and turn over the Illinois and Missouri
records to the Recorder of Land Titles in St. Louis; it was
closed October 31, 1863. The Missouri records were finally
transmitted to State authorities in August 1874. The Illinois
records were transferred to State authorities in July 1869.

In the 1863 Annual Report, Edmunds stated that island
surveys were too expensive in relation to the money derived
from the sale of small islands. Therefore, regulations were
adopted requiring the applicant to pay for the survey.

On January 4, 1864, Edmunds replied to a man in Illinois
who had requested a copy of the 1856 Instructions. He said
these Instructions were no longer in accord with the rules and
regulations of the Department but it was the only one avail-
able. They were now out of stock, more were to be printed, and
he would send a copy when available. No copies of the 1856
Instructions were ever sent. In July 1871, a reprint of the
1855 Manual was made and copies were sent to all people who
had requested instructions up to that time.

The Act of March 21, 1864, 13 Stat. 30, enabled Nevada to
become a State. It was admitted by Presidential Proclama-
tion on October 31, 1864, and was enlarged to its present
boundaries by the Act of May 5, 1866, 14 Stat. 43.

The Colorado Enabling Act was also approved on March
21,1864, 13 Stat. 32. The residents couldn’t agree on a form of
government. Congress approved the final enabling act on
March 3, 1875, 18 Stat. 474, and Colorado was admitted by
Presidential Proclamation on August 1, 1876. The surveys
had been in progress since 1861.

The following letter was sent to Warren Beckwith on
March 30, 1864, in response to his inquiry about the proper
method of subdividing a section:

General Land Office
WARREN BECKWITH, Esq., March 30th, 1864.

Geneva, Wis.

Sir:

Tam in receipt of your communication of the 23d inst.,
inquiring as to the proper mode of subdividing sections
into legal subdivisions. The law of Congress approved
Feb. 11th, 1805 (U.S. Statutes, page 313, Little &
Brown’s edition), gives explicit directions how this shall
be done. This law has not since been repealed or mod-
ified, and hence the true and only lawful mode of subdi-
viding sections is the one described therein.

By this law the following definite and fixed rules are
enunciated, to wit:

1st. All corners once established in the field, and
approved and returned by the proper officers, shall



stand as the true corners they were intended to desig-
nate, even though the intervals do not correspond with
the measurements in the field notes.

2d. All boundary lines of legal subdivisions which
shall not have been actually run and marked in the
field, shall be ascertained by running straight lines
from the established corner to the opposite correspond-
ing corner,

It will be seen from the foregoing rules that the cor-
rect mode of dividing sections is by running straight
lines from quarter post to opposite quarter posts, the
common center being determined by the intersection of
the lines so run. Great care should be taken in running
such subdivisional boundaries to first identify the ex-
isting corners as the true original corners established
by the U.S. surveyor.

Very respectfully, etc.,
Joseph S. Wilson,
Acting Commissioner.

An identical letter was sent to L. M. Dyer at White Hull,
Green County, Illinois, on April 13, 1864. Although signed by
Chief Clerk Wilson, they were no doubt written by J. H.
Hawes, Principal Clerk of Surveys.

The Actof April 8, 1864, 13 Stat. 39, was entitled “An Act to
provide for the better Organization of Indian Affairs in Cali-
fornia.” The main part of the act deals with Indian reserva-
tions and affairs in that State. But Sec. 6 of the act states:

“That hereafter, when it shall become necessary to sur-
vey an Indian or other reservations, or any lands, the
same shall be surveyed under the direction and control
of the general land-office, and as nearly as may be in
conformity to the rules and regulations under which
other public lands are surveyed.”

This section is now codified in 25 U.S.C. 176.

The act clearly places the survey of Indian and other res-
ervations under the regulations and methods of the regular
public land surveys. After passage of the act, the boundary
surveys were made under contracts with the Surveyors
General or under contract with the Commissioner of the
GLO. When township, sections, and section subdivisional
lines were surveyed within reservations, it was nearly al-
ways by contract with a Surveyor General, except for those
made in the Indian Territory (Oklahoma).

On April 28, 1864, Edmunds wrote to the Chairman of the
Committee on Public Lands. He was proud of a departure
from the rectangular system in mountains and valleys, done
in accordance with Sec. 4 of the Act of March 3, 1853, 10 Stat.
244, which allowed such departure; he recommended the
idea.

Edward F. Beale in California had contracted for the sur-
vey of lands around Honey Lake in California and in the
Humboldt River Valley in Nevada. These were deemed to be
“lands fit for agriculture” and were also along the route of the
Pacific Railroad. Mineral lands and lands “unfit for cultiva-
tion” were precluded by law from the surveys. Desert moun-
tains certainly were unfit for cultivation and may have con-
tained minerals as well. How were the surveys to be extended
into Honey Lake and Humboldt Valley? Using the provisions
of Sec. 4 of the 1853 law, Beale told the deputies to run an

offset by traverse lines. The Fourth Standard Parallel North
was extended into Honey Lake by 52 miles of traverse along
the eastern base of the Sierra Nevada. The Sixth Standard
Parallel North was extended easterly for 115 miles by
traverse around the base of the mountains into Humboldt
Valley. But, no corners were established along those traverse
lines. Ironically, the Commissioner would not allow a $1,725
payment for those 167 miles of “line” because of no corners
being set to monument them. That didn’t make the deputies
very happy, nor the new Surveyor General, Lauren Upson.
Had corners been established, perhaps payment would have
been allowed.

No instance is known in which traversing the base of
mountains was later used in California and Nevada, but the
method was used in New Mexico, at least in 1873. There a
“meander line” (actually a traverse) was run along the base
of the mountains and fractional lots returned against the
meanders as though the mountains were similar to a lake.
Where the section lines intersected the base of the moun-
tains, “Fractional Section Corners” (marked FS) were set and
the meanders run between them. Careful research has not
found a law specifically approving this procedure; perhaps
the Committee on Public Lands didn’t consider it necessary
or if a law was recommended, Congress declined to enact it.

The Act of May 26, 1864, 13 Stat. 85, established the Terri-
tory of Montana, greatly reducing the Idaho Territory, and
authorized appointment of a Surveyor General for Montana.
But on July 2, 1864, Montana was attached to the surveying
district of Dakota. No Surveyor General was appointed until
1867.

On June 1, 1864, Commissioner Edmunds issued instruc-
tions to the Surveyors General relating to the surveys that
updated the 1855 Manual in many respects.

The main changes by item number were:

7. Small islands were to be surveyed at cost to the appli-
cant and procedures were given for obtaining such
survey.

8. Notes and procedures were to be kept for determining
“swamp lands.”

9. Non-navigable rivers were to be meandered along only
one bank, the right bank if possible.

10. Increase the size of lakes to be meandered to 40 acres;
long narrow lakes were not to be meandered and pay-
ment was not to be allowed for measuring across or
offsetting around a lake.

18. Correcting back on true line is to be by bearing instead
of a change in variation.

20. Prescribes closing limits and limits on length of sec-
tion lines in clearer form than the 1855 Manual.

These instructions or manual modifications were reissued
in 1871 in the same form and are included in the Appendix for
full review.

The Act of July 1, 1864, 13 Stat. 343, placed the coal lands
that had been reserved since 1841 on sale by legal subdivi-
sion at a minimum price of $20 per acre. Sec. 2 and the
remainder of the act are general townsite laws pertaining to
townsites on the surveyed or unsurveyed public lands. Town-
sites up to 640 acres with boundaries conforming to the rec-
tangular surveys were authorized. It is probable that most of
the townsites on public lands were made under this act. It is
codified in 43 U.S.C. 713-717.



The Act of July 2, 1864, 13 Stat. 356, extended the Union
Pacific Railroad land grant to all the odd-numbered sections,
for 20 miles on each side of the right-of-way, up from the
previous 10 miles.

Also on July 2, 1864, 13 Stat. 365, Congress granted lands
to subsidize construction of the Northern Pacific Railroad.
The grant was for a right-of-way 200 feet on each side of the
track and all odd-numbered sections for 20 miles on each side
of the right-of-way.

In the 1864 Annual Report, Edmunds requested a law
allowing for traverses along the base of mountains, as de-
tailed above. He reported that the Big Tree Grove and
Yosemite Valley in California had been granted to the State
by Act of June 30, 1864, 13 Stat. 325, and that the Act of May
5,1864,13 Stat. 63, provided for the survey of certain Indian
reservations in Utah into allotments. The Yosemite Valley
would eventually be returned to government ownership as
part of Yosemite National Park. The move to conservation
and preservation of the natural wonders had begun in ear-
nest.

In January 1865, Nathan Butler in Indiana asked advice
on the proper method of subdividing a section into quarter-
quarter sections. On January 20, 1865, the following reply
was sent:

Department of the Interior
General Land Office
January 20, 1865

Nathan Butler, Esq.
Fort Wayne, Ind.

Sir:

In answer to your letter of the 11th inst., I have to
state that to subdivide a quarter section in accordance
principles established by law of Congress for the survey
of the public lands, the proper mode is to run a straight
line from a point equidistant between the %1 post and
section corner to a point equidistant between the oppo-
site ¥4 post and section corner, such lines to be run
either east and west or north and south as the case may
be, when it is desired to bisect the quarter section, and
both north and south and east and west when it is
desired to divide the quarter section into four legal
subdivisions.

It must be observed however, if the section is on the
north boundary of the Township the east and west line
bisecting the north half of the section must be run from
a point 20 chains north of the ¥4 post in the east bound-
ary of the section to a point 20 chains north of the %4 post
in the west boundary; so too if the section is on the west
boundary of a Township the north-and-south line
bisecting the west half of the section must be run from a
point 20 chains west of the 4 post in the south boundary
line to a point 20 chains west of the V4 post in the north
section line.

It is proper to remark that if in the above cases the
distance from the ¥4 post to the section corner is found
by the surveyors measurement to be more or less than
the distance stated in the government survey, the sub-
division point should be fixed proportionately between
the corners. For illustration, if the distance between the
Y4 post and section corner is stated in the government
survey tobe 41.14 chains and by the surveyors measure-
ment it is 40.76 chains then:
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as 41.14:20::140.76: the true starting point north or
west of the ¥4 post.

The lawful mode of subdividing a section into quar-
ters is by running a straight line from ¥4 post to % post.

Very respectfully
Your Obt. Ser’t
J. M. Edmunds
Commissioner

Butler wrote back on February 6, 1865, disagreeing with
the above method, suggesting that the quarter section should
be subdivided in the same manner as the section itself was
subdivided into quarter sections. He received the following
letter in response:

Department of the Interior
General Land Office
February 16, 1865

Nathan Butler, Esq.
Fort Wayne, Ind.
Sir:

I have your letter of the 6th inst., referring to the
mode of subdividing a quarter section into quarters. The
mode you suggest is not, in the opinion of this office, the
proper one. The principles which should govern in divid-
ing sections into legal subdivisions are laid down in the
law of February 11, 1805. The rule there giv .n is, that
“the boundary lines, which shall not have been actually
run and marked, shall be ascertained by running
straight lines from the established corners to the oppo-
site corresponding corners”.

While this rule has more especial reference to the
division of the section into quarters, it is based upon
certain principles enumerated in another part of the
same law, and the subdivision of a section into quarters
under this rule involves percisely the same points of
objection and inequality that occur in the subdivision of
the quarter section.

The law nowhere provides for the establishing of cor-
ners in the interior of a section, but it does point out
specifically how the section, quarter section and quarter
quarter section corners shall be established on the ex-
terior lines of the sections and it also directs that the
quarter section shall be bounded by straight lines run-
ning from Y4 post to ¥4 post. This rule is equally applica-
ble where one Y post is not precisely in place; the
division in that case must give to one quarter more and
to the other less than the 160 acres contemplated in the
law. I think the same principles should be applied to the
subdivision of a quarter section. The quarter mile posts
should be established equidistant from the section and
quarter section corners as the law specifically directs,
and straight lines should be run from one post to its
opposite corresponding post, through the section and
those lines will be the true and lawful boundaries of the
40 acre subdivisions.

The objection which you suggest, that the owner of an
adjoining quarter section might object to the surveyor
crossing his lands if it were tenable, would in certain
cases also prevent the subdivision of a section into quar-
ters in accordance with the law above cited. As for
instance, where one party has purchased the north half
of a section, and two other parties owning the S. E. and



S. W. quarters, desire the boundary line between them
established. The law in this case is plain, the line must
be run from the %1 post in the north boundary, and to
establish this line in pursuance of the law the surveyor
must cross the north half of the section.

In the opinion of this office the corners established on
the section lines should govern the subdivision of sec-
tions, and the boundaries of all legal subdivisions
should be determine by running straight lines through
the section from one corner to its opposite corresponding
corner,

Your application. . ..

Very respectfully
Your Ob’t Ser’t
J. M. Edmunds
Commissioner

Although signed by Edmunds, these letters were un-
doubtedly written by J. H. Hawes, Principal Clerk of Sur-
veys. In them, Hawes correctly quoted and pointed out the
principles given by the Act of February 11, 1805, which spe-
cifically dealt with the subdivision of the old two-mile blocks
into individual sections and the subdivision of sections into
halfor quarter sections, the smallest legal subdivision at that
time. What Hawes completely overlooked was the Act of
April 5, 1832, which specifically stated that the “contents of
quarter-quarter sections, which may thereafter (after May
1st) be sold, shall be ascertained as nearly as may be, in the
manner, and on the principles, directed and prescribed by the
second section” of the Act of 1805. The quarter sections are
also to be subdivided in the same manner as the sections were
subdivided. Butler was advocating the proper method of sub-
dividing a quarter section on different grounds—equity and
economy (only one mile of survey instead of two miles to
subdivide a given quarter section). Although equity and
economy are good reasons, even though the result be the
same, they were not the basis for the law, which was written
to settle boundary disputes by statute and end contentions.
Yet, as we see in this exchange, only 30 or 60 years later,
different individuals interpreted the law as they chose to
view 1it, rather than look to its roots for the answers. This
improper method of subdividing a normal quarter section
pervailed, as a general policy until 1871.

By Sec. 3 of the Appropriations Act of March 2, 1865, 13
Stat. 460, Nevada was reattached to the surveying district of
California. Upson was instructed to extend the surveys along
the line of the Pacific Railroad but received no money for the
work.

In the latter part of March 1865, John A. Clark, Surveyor
General of New Mexico, took an inspection trip through Ari-
zona. He visited the area southwest of Phoenix at the junction
of the Gila and Salt Rivers. On a conical hill just south of the
junction and south of the Gila River, a boundary monument
had been erected by the Mexican Boundary Commission in
1851, which marked the U.S.-Mexico boundary prior to the
Gadsden Purchase in 1853. Clark reported on May 24, 1865,
that he had adopted this monument as the initial point for the
Gila and Salt River Meridian in Arizona, but he had no funds,
$0 no surveys were run from that monument until two years
later.

On April 10 and April 20, 1865, John Pierce in Denver
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contracted with Joseph Clark, Deputy Surveyor, for the sur-
vey of the exterior boundaries and subdivisional lines of the
Spanish Fork, Cow Creek, San Pete, and Deep Creek Indian
reservations in Utah. Clark began these surveys in July 1865
and completed them in October 1866. He first ran the exterior
boundaries, setting a monument every 20 chains, then subdi-
vided them into 40-acre tracts, again setting monuments
every 20 chains, the first of the Indian Allotment surveys
that were discovered. The reservations were not subdivided
into regular sections first, however, and in fact were not tied
to the rectangular surveys until three years later. Clark
reported that all the rectangular corners had been destroyed
by either time, weather, or the settlers.

On July 30, 1865, Anson G. Henry, Surveyor General of
Washington Territory, drowned when the steamship Brother
Jonathan struck the Point St. George Reef near Crescent
City, California, and sank. One hundred and ten people in-
cluding Henry were lost. The Olympia Office was operated by
Edward Giddings, Chief Clerk, until Selucius Garfield was
appointed and filled the vacancy in April 1866.

In the 1865 Annual Report, Edmunds reported that since
no appropriation for surveys had been made, very few were
done except those in the Indian reservations, and what few
had been made, were done with leftover funds. He also re-
ported that the California-Nevada boundary had been sur-
veyed north from Lake Bigler, now Tahoe, and southeast for
102 miles along the oblique line, but that these boundary
lines were not acceptable to the GLO. The line north from
Lake Tahoe is still in dispute.

On April 9, 1866, the following instructions were sent to H.
M. Cankin at Greenville, Michigan, in reply to his request
about the proper method to be used in restoring lost corners.
These instructions were a stock answer being used at that
time in reply to such requests.

“The following examples will illustrate some of the
more difficult of the rules for restoring corners.
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Example 1. — Required to restore the missing section
corners B, C, D, E, and the quarter sections cornersa, b,
¢, d. Fig. L.



Mode. — In this example it will be observed that two
sets of section corners were established on the north
boundary of the township. From the original field notes
it appears that the section line between sections 1 and 2
intersected the township line 20 links west of the corner
established when said township line was run. Therefore
plant the corner B 20 links west of such corner; then
proceed to the corner A and run a random line north,
setting temporary posts at 40 chains, 80 chains, and 120
chains, noting the excess or deficiency on the last half
mile, and the falling east or west of the newly erected
corner.

Calculate a course that will run a true line from B to
A, and if the distance by the present measurement be
more or less than that stated in the original field notes,
plant the permanent quarter section corner b at a pro-
portional distance:

Thus; the original distance from A to B was 161
chains and 20 links: suppose the distance by the resur-
vey to be 162 chains 10 links, then-

As 161.20:162.10::41.20 (B to b, original measure-
ment) = 41.43, The permanent quarter section corner b
should therefore be re-established 41 chains 43 links
south from B.

The distance by present measurement from b to A will
of course be (162.10-41.43 =) 120 chains and 67 links.
The remaining corners B and a must likewise be re-
stored at proportionate intervals, but as these intervals
were equal in the original survey they will be equal in
the resurvey; therefore, by dividing the remaining dis-
tance into three equal parts we shall have the correct
distance at which these corners should be re-
established, to wit: 120.67 + 3 = 40.2212 = the true
distance from & to E and also from E to @ and a to A.

Proceed in the same manner to restore the corners C,
D, d, after which plant the quarter section corner ¢
equidistant between the section corners D and E.

In the foregoing example it will be observed that the
boundary lines of the sections are of uniform length east
and west. Were these lines of various lengths, say from 5
to 75 links, the mode described in the preceding exam-
ple would not be correct, for it will be remembered that
all corners are to be restored at proportional distances.
This is as true in regard to east and west lines as it is of
north and south lines; there is no difference in this
respect. When, therefore, there is any material differ-
ence in the intervals between the section corners east
and west, as is frequently the case, the distances must
be made proportional east and west as well as north and
south, even though at the expense of regularity in the
configuration. The mode of proceeding in such cases will
be better understood by reference to the following illus-
tration;

Example 2. — Required to restore the section corners
D and E and all the quarter section corners. Fig. II.

Mode. — It appears from the field notes of the United
States survey that the original intervals between these
section corners were unegual, therefore they cannot be
restored equidistant, but the proportional distances
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must be preserved. To this end the county surveyor
should remeasure the section lines A B, CF, and G H.
This done he will have the data from which to make the
necessary calculations to enable him to re-establish the
lines and corners correctly.

Suppose the result of the remeasurements to be as
follows: A B, 162.20 chains; C F, 160.80 chains; and G H,
242.40 chains. Now the distance from A to B is set down
in the original field notes at 161 chains 25 links. There-
fore,

As 161.25:162.20::80.00=80.47 =the true length of
the line A E, according to present measurement, and
162.20- 80.47=81.73 chs. from E to B. So also —

As 161.20:160.80::80.00:79.80 chs. F' to D.

And 160.80-79.80=81.00 chs. D to C.

The distance from G to H as indicated in the original
field notes, was 240.22 chs. Then,

As 240.22:242.40::80.20:80.92% chs. E to G.

240.22:242.40::80.12:80.84 chs. D to E.

and 242.50-(80.92% + 80.84=) 161.76% = 80.63%
chs. D to H.

Having provided the above data, proceed to A and
remeasure the south boundary of section 12. Having
calculated a course that will run from A to E, plant the
Y4 section corner at 40.86% chs., and the section corner
E at 81.73 chs. Then run a random line to G, planting
the V4 section corner at 40.46%% chs., and correct back on
a true line.

The original distance from E to the V4 section corner
north of it was, of course, 40 chs. The distance from E to
B, by present measurement, is 81.73 chs. Then,

As 81.25:81.73::40.00:40.23%.

Calculate a course which will run from E to B, and
establish the quarter section corner 40.23% chs. north
from E.

Return to F and proceed in the same manner to re-
store the corners on the section line from F to C.

By this mode, the quarter section corners between E B
and D C will have been established at proportionate
distances between the respective section corners, and



all the other V4 section corners equidistant between
their respective section corners, in conformity with the
law.”

As can be seen, in Example 1 the restoration is by single
proportionate measurement along a straight north-south
line between found corners, treating the closing corner at “B”
as found. This method is justified inexplicably because the
east-west section lines were originally the same length. Ex-
ample 2 is a strict double proportionate restoration of the lost
corners between the found original corners based on the
original record. This general policy, outlined in these instruc-
tions on restoration of lost section corners, would remain in
effect until about 1880.

On June 19, 1866, Henry Wiltse at Dubuque was ordered to
close his office by June 30 and turn over the Wisconsin rec-
ords to the State and Iowa records to William Johnson, the
Custodian in Dubuque, for safekeeping. The Dubuque office
was closed and the Wisconsin survey records and plats were
turned over to that State on August 1, 1866. After Iowa
passed the necessary legislation, the records were turned
over to its authorities in March 1868. Subsequent surveys in
Towa were executed under the Surveyor General of Nebraska
until 1886.

The Act of June 29, 1866, 14 Stat. 77, authorized appoint-
ment of a Surveyor General for Idaho. Lafayette Cartee, who
had been a deputy surveyor in Oregon for many years, was
appointed and established his office in Boise City on Novem-
ber 7, 1866. The initial point for the Boise Meridian, which
controls all the rectangular surveys in Idaho, was established
in April 1867 on a rocky butte about 19 miles southwest of
Boise. Deputy Surveyors Peter W. Bell and Allen M. Thomp-
son began the survey of the baseline and meridian from that
point.

The Act of July 4, 1866, 14 Stat. 85, reestablished the
Surveyor General for Nevada; William B. Thornburgh was
appointed and opened his office in Carson City on November
27, 1866. The act allowed for a departure from the rectangu-
lar system for the surveys in Nevada if the situation war-
ranted the change. This may have been authorizing the use of
traverse lines to get the surveys into remote areas; if so, there
is no indication that it was used. The act also withdrew all
mineral lands from survey and entry under the public land
surveys.

A change in the method of subdividing sections was made
on July 6, 1866, as will be seen by the following letter:

H. S. Hoover, Esq.
Waverly, Bremer Co.
Towa
Sir:

In your letter of the 16th ultimo you inquire how
sections of the public lands should be subdivided. As you
do not refer to any particular section, I assume that your
inquiry does not relate to peculiar or anomalous sec-
tions but to the regular sections containing 640 acres.
The law prescribes the following rules for subdividing
sections: —

The section and quarter section corners established
by the U.S. Deputy must stand as the true corners. To
divide the sections into halves or quarters straight lines

Department of the Interior
General Land Office
July 6, 1866

must be run from the established corners to opposite
corresponding corners, the intersection of the lines so
run will be the legal center of the section. The quarters
may be again divided into half quarters or quarter quar-
ters by straight lines run from points equidistant from
the center of the section and the quarter section post to
their corresponding opposite points equidistant be-
tween the section corners, and intersection of lines thus
run will be the legal center point of the quarter section.

Very Respectfully
Your Ob’t Ser’t

J. M. Edmunds
Commissioner

This is the exact method that was prescribed by law and the
same method that is used today, but it didn’t stay that way, as
will be seen.

The Act of July 25, 1866, 14 Stat. 239, granted lands to the
Oregon and California Railroad. All odd-numbered sections,
ten miles on each side of the right-of-way, were granted with
indemnity selection to an additional ten miles. Actually the
railroad received all odd-numbered sections for 20 miles each
side of the railroad, which were not already claimed or miner-
al in character. The railroad defaulted on conditions of the
grant and the unsold lands in the grant were revested to the
United States in 1916. These Oregon and California (0. &
C.”) lands are administered by the BLM and constitute a
large part of the dependent resurveys presently executed in
the State of Oregon.

Also on July 25, 1866, 14 Stat. 242, Congress passed an act
granting to Adolph Sutro a right-of-way and up to two sec-
tions of land (to be paid for at $1.25 per acre) to construct an
exploration and drainage tunnel to the Comstock Lode at
Virginia City, Nevada. The long silence on the mineral lands
was being broken.

The Act of July 26, 1866, 14 Stat. 251, was the first lode
mining law. Prior to this law, all mineral lands were sold by
legal subdivisions of the rectangular system. This act pro-
vided for a right-of-way for the construction of ditches and
canals across the public domain and for metes and bounds
surveys of lode mining claims up to 200 feet in length. The
Surveyors General were made responsible for the surveying
and platting of the claims; the costs were to be paid by the
claimant.

Sec. 4 of the act is perplexing, and reads in part:

“That when such location and entry of a mine shall be
upon unsurveyed lands, it shall and may be lawful, after
the extension thereto of the public surveys, to adjust the
surveys to limits of the premises according to the loca-
tion and possession and plat aforesaid, and the Sur-
veyor-General may, in extending the surveys, vary the
same from a rectangular form to suit the circumstances
of the country and the local rules, laws, and customs of
miners...”

This could be interpreted to mean that the rectangular
surveys could be varied and adjusted to fit with the mining
claims; if it did, it isn’t known how such an adjustment could
have been accomplished.

There is no known record of a Surveyor General attempt-
ing to utilize the provision during the six-year life of the act.



When the rectangular surveys were extended through a min-
ing claim area, it was done in the normal manner without
regard to the claims themselves, which were then segregated
from the sections.

Sec. 8 of the act reads:

“That the right-of-way for the construction of highways
over public lands, not reserved for public uses, is hereby
granted.”

This section is the basis of many thousands of miles of roads
and highways built across the public domain. All that really
had to be done to acquire a highway right-of-way under this
act was to build one. Subsequent patents were automatically
subject to an existing highway across the land. If a State or
territory passed legislation accepting the grant and specified
the location and width of a right-of-way for highways, all
subsequent patents were subject to it. For example, in 1871
the Dakota Territory declared by law a road right-of-way 66
feet in width along all section lines. All subsequent patents
were taken subject to that reservation. Sec. 8 of this impor-
tant act is now codified in 43 U.S.C. 932.

Sec. 9 made reservation for construction of ditches and
canals across public lands. Miners were allowed to construct
ditches to bring water to their claims. Further legislation on
ditches and canals came in 1890.

Secs. 10 and 11 of the act allowed preemption and home-
stead on the agricultural lands in the known mineral areas if
the lands were shown to be nonmineral bearing. This provi-
sion would later require mineral segregation surveys.

Sec. 16 of the act extends the rectangular system over the
mineral lands, which had been excluded from survey since
1853.

The Act of July 28, 1866, 14 Stat. 339, legalized the metric
system of measurements in the United States; however, as of
1980, the metric unit has not been used in the Public Land
Surveys in this country.

Another Act of July 28, 1866, 14 Stat. 344, directed that the
Surveyor General’s office for Iowa and Wisconsin at Du-
buque, Iowa, should be closed and moved to Nebraska with a
new surveying district to include Nebraska and Iowa. The
closure had already occurred, as previously noted. Phineas
W. Hitchcock was appointed the new Surveyor General on
April 4, 1867; he got the furniture from Johnson in Dubuque
and established his office in Plattsmouth, Nebraska, in June.
Kansas became a separate surveying district and the Sur-
veyor General remained at Leavenworth.

On July 28, 1866, Edmunds issued a Circular to all Sur-
veyors General which amended Diagram B of the 1855
Manual. The system of lot numbering was changed to that
still used today; the odd system of having two Lots 1 and two
Lots 2 in a section was eliminated.

On September 1, 1866, Joseph S. Wilson again became
Commissioner of the GLO; he was the only Commissioner
ever to serve two separate terms in that office.

On December 1, 1866, Wilson sent a Special Agent to New
Orleans with instructions to recover the Louisiana records
from the State authorities, inventory them, and prepare lists.

On December 11, 1866, Wilson ordered Thornburgh to
move the Nevada Office from Carson City to Virginia City.
Perhaps Thornburgh refused, because on May 27, 1867,
Anson P. K. Safford became Surveyor General of Nevada and
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made that move.

In January 1867, William H. Pierce, Deputy Surveyor,
began the survey of the Gila and Salt River Baseline in
Arizona, starting from the initial monument selected by
Clark. The surveys of township and range lines were ex-
tended from the baseline by Wilfred F. and George P. Ingalls,
under contract with the Surveyor General of California. The
Arizona surveys were finally under way.

The Act of February 9, 1867, 14 Stat. 391, enabled Nebras-
ka to become a state and was admitted by Presidential Proc-
lamation on March 1, 1867, 14 Stat. 820.

The Act of February 25, 1867, 14 Stat. 409, granted lands
for three miles on each side of a military road which was to be
constructed from The Dalles, Oregon, to Boise, Idaho. Again
as in the railroad grants, the Surveyor General had to survey
the section lines as soon as possible after any portion of the
road was completed. This was just one of many such wagon
road grants.

The Appropriations Acts of March 2, 1867, 14 Stat. 440 and
457, provided funds for, and authorized, topographical and
geological surveys to be made in Nebraska, and between the
Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada in California. These
geological surveys were made under supervision of the GLO
and were made by expeditions under the direction of Ferdi-
nand V. Hayden. In 1869, further explorations were autho-
rized, which were conducted by John Wesley Powell from
1869-1875. The Hayden and Powell surveys were the fore-
runners of the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS). By this act,
Arizona was attached to the California surveying district.

The Act of March 2, 1867, 14 Stat. 542, again authorized
the appointment of a Surveyor General for Montana Terri-
tory and made it a separate district; Soloman Meredith was
appointed on April 18, 1867, and subsequently established
the office at Helena. Commissioner Wilson had directed
Meredith to establish a Principal Meridian on Beaver Head
Rock about 12 miles north of Dillon, Montana. Instead, Mere-
dith established the initial point on a limestone hill, 800 feet
high, about 12 miles southwest of the junction of the three
forks of the Missouri River. The Principal Meridian and
Baseline surveys were begun by Benjamin F. Marsh in Au-
gust 1867. The Principal Meridian in Montana has no given
name or number; it is identified just as the Principal Merid-
ian, Montana, and controls all of the rectangular surveys
within that State and none other.

Another Act of March 2, 1867, 14 Stat. 541, was another
law for townsites on the public lands. It is the basis of what is
now called a Trustee Townsite, and is codified in 43 U.S5.C.
718-721. The maximum of 2,560 acres could be taken up by
legal subdivision as a townsite under this act.

On March 13, 1867, Wilson dispatched a Special Agent to
Florida with instructions to gather and inventory the Span-
ish Archives on private land claims. On August 5, he ordered
the agent to get the Surveyor General’s records from the
State Register, inventory and list them, and then turn them
over to the U.S. Attorney for safekeeping.

On March 30, 1867, the United States purchased Alaska
from Russia, adding that huge territory to the public domain.

A slight softening of the former hard stand on dried-up
lakes occurred in 1867, as indicated by the following letter:



T. N. Stevens, Esq. Department of the Interior
Greenville, General Land Office
Michigan June 4, 1867
Sir:

I am in receipt of your letter of the 21st Ulto.
in reference to a lake originally meandered, and subse-
quently partially drained, situated in sections 1, 2 and
11 of T. 9 N., R. 9 West, Michigan.

In reply I have to state that where lakes originally
meandered become dry land, by any cause, the land no
longer subject to overflow, and suitable for cultivation,
it is regarded as public land over which the lines of the
public surveys should be extended and the same dis-
posed of as other public lands.

But where such lakes become partially drained by
evaporation or other causes the land from which the
water has receded inures to the respective riparian
proprietors for their use and occupancy.

In reference to the common boundary of lots 2 in
sections 1 and 2 if the water between them had entirely
disappeared the extension of the section line between
those two sections would constitute the common bound-

ary of such lots; but as there yet remains a portion
between the lots covered by water the margin of the
slough or stream constitutes the boundary of those lots,
and the remaining portion covered by water maintains
its original status as meandered water.

So long, therefore, as any portion of the lake as origi-
nally meandered remains covered by water or subject to
periodical overflow the lines of the public surveys can-
not be extended over it nor the land disposed of by the
government.

I am Sir —
Very Respectfully
Your Ob’t Ser’t
Jos. S. Wilson

Commissioner

This has been recognized as a “Catch 22” policy. The ripar-
ian adjoiner has temporary riparian rights, can use the land
exposed by reliction, but when it all dries up, he loses it to the
government. It would be to his advantage to make sure the
lake never did completely dry up, even if he had to dig a pond
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to retain some water. But this was the first admission by the
GLO that owners adjoining a non-navigable lake may have
riparian rights. This “temporary use” policy remained in
effect to the end.

After Wilson became Commissioner for the second time, .
H. Hawes left the GLO. In 1867, he began writing his Manual
of United States Surveying and had it published in 1868.
Several inquiries were received in the GL.O about the book
requesting a copy of it. Each inquiry received a reply which
denied at first any knowledge of the work and that it was not
an official publication and was not recognized as having any
authenticity. Actually, the Hawes Manual is an excellent
reference to the policies in effect while Hawes was Principal
Clerk of Surveys. Several of the same letters used in this book
were printed in Hawes’ Manual.

The 1867 Annual Report indicated that after passage of the
Lode Mining Law in 1866, the mineral States were organized
into Mineral Districts by the Surveyors General. These were
not miners’ mining districts, they were simply geographic
areas set up by the Surveyor General for filing and recording
purposes, and appointment or commissioning of Mineral Sur-
veyors. Nevada was organized into eight mineral districts;
California was divided into nine districts.

On June 10, 1868, Commissioner Wilson issued Circular
No. 22, detailing the process to be used in surveying small,
unsurveyed islands which had been omitted in the original
surveys. No change in policy was made; the islands were
deemed public land subject to survey and disposal. The appli-
cant had to deposit the money necessary to pay for the survey
under the Deposit Survey Law of May 30, 1862, but received
no rights to the island because of such payment. These in-
structions are given in the Appendix.

On July 13, 1868, L. M. Frierson of Booneville, Missouri,
applied for the survey of an island in the Missouri River.
Frierson alleged that the island had always been:in existence
but that at low water it was attached to the mainland which
was patented. Wilson denied the application and ruled that
the island inured to the riparian owner because of the accre-
tion which caused the connection. This decision is indicative
of the misunderstanding and confusion which prevailed with
respect to riparian rights.

The Act of July 25, 1868, 15 Stat. 178, established the
Territory of Wyoming. The territorial boundaries were the
same as the present State boundaries.

On August 22, 1868, Wilson entered into a contract with
and issued Special Instructions to Theodore H. Barrett, a
surveyor from St. Cloud, Minnesota. Barrett was to survey
the exterior boundaries, township and section lines, and sub-
division of sections of the Sissiton and Warpeton Indian Res-
ervation, located west of Lake Traverse in the Dakota Terri-
tory, now South Dakota. Barrett surveyed the exterior
boundaries of the reservation first, then subdivided it into
regular townships and sections of the Fifth Principal Merid-
ian. Barrett then subdivided the sections into 40-acre allot-
ments by the so-called “Three Mile Method”, as instructed by
the Commissioner, which simply means that he ran the north
one-sixteenth line, the east-west centerline and south one-
sixteenth line across the section (three miles total) and set
the one-sixteenth section corners and center quarter corner
at equidistant positions. None of the north-south lines
through the section were surveyed. In every other respect the
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surveys were made in accordance with the public land laws
on surveying.

This Three Mile Method of subdividing sections was used
only on Indian reservations. All reservations subdivided into
allotments were done by this method and variations of it
until about 1920. When subdivided into 40-acre allotments,
the one sixteenth corners were usually referred to as “%
corner.” If subdivided into 20-acre allotments the one-sixty-
fourth corners were usually called “Vaz2 corner.” The Bureau
of Indian Affairs (BIA) allotting agents devised a number and
letter designation for the corners around the exterior bound-
aries and interior corners of a section. Fig. 45 is a sketch
showing the system used to designate the corners and the
lines surveyed. Fig. 46 is the plat of T. 119 N., R. 52 W, Fifth
Principal Meridian, Dakota, as surveyed by Barrett.

Be aware that if interior corners of sections subdivided in
this manner are now lost and are to be restored during a
resurvey, they must be restored by proportionate measure-
ment in the same manner that they were originally estab-
lished, not by the rules of subdivision of sections as required
by the 1973 Manual. More discussion of Indian allotments
will appear as they occurred, especially after 1887.

On July 28, 1868, John A. Clark was commissioned Sur-
veyor General of Utah and opened the office in Salt Lake
City. Benjamin C. Cutler replaced Clark as Surveyor Gener-
al at Santa Fe on August 26, 1868. But Clark only stayed in
Salt Lake City until July 1869, at which time Courtland C.
Clements took charge of the Utah office.

On November 18, 1868, Wilson replied to an inquiry from
Silas Reed at Stanton, Missouri, on how to subdivide a section
two. The north quarter corner of the section had not been
established in the original survey and the north boundary of
the township had double corners. Wilson advised Reed to
survey the east-west centerline between the original quarter
corners (normal) and run the north-south centerline due
north from the south quarter corner to an intersection with
the north boundary of the township and establish the north
quarter corner at said point of intersection. Where the center-
lines had been run and would intersect is where the center of
the section would be established. Most other letters written
in 1868 on the same subject received similar replies.

On December 24, 1868, in reply to W. P. Hobson of Savan-
nah, Missouri, Wilson stated that whenever a meandered
stream “entirely forsakes the former bed” then the land left
exposed and the streambed were public land and subject to
survey and sale. This was a case of avulsion of a stream, not
the drying up (reliction) of a lake, and the expressed opinion
was obviously contrary to law.

Wilson held very strong and somewhat biased opinions on
riparian rights. The 1868 Annual Report contains more than
ten pages on riparian rights in which Wilson very strongly
stresses his stand on the subject; it also indicates that dried-
up lake surveys were made at cost to the applicant, the money
was to be deposited before the survey would be ordered.

A letter dated March 11, 1869, addressed to Myron
McLaren, Mt. Pleasant, Michigan, advised McLaren to estab-
lish the quarter-quarter (one-sixteenth) corners of sections
against the north and west boundaries of the township (north
one-sixteenth and west one-sixteenth) “at precisely 20 chains
from the V4 posts,” placing the excess or deficiency in the last
quarter mile. All others should be placed at equidistant posi-
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tion between the quarter corners and section corners. Pro-
portioning was not considered in that opinion.

In a letter to George W. Cooley of Minneapolis, Minnesota,
dated March 25, 1869, Cooley was advised to establish the
north quarter corner of a section two at midpoint between the
closing corners at the northeast and northwest corners of the
section. The east-west centerline should be run on true line
between the east and west quarter corners. The north-south
centerline was to be run due south from the established
quarter corner on the north boundary to an intersection with
the east-west centerline where the center quarter corner
would be established. (Apparently the quarter corner of sec-
tions 2 and 11 did not exist—perhaps it was in a lake.) This
was the first letter found that advocates the proper present-
day method of establishing a north quarter corner between
closing corners. Hawes’ Manual judiciously avoided the sub-
ject.

During 1868 and 1869, an increasing number of letters
arrived in the GLO from people complaining about County
Surveyors and others who were moving the original quarter
section corners from their original location to a position mid-
point and on line between the section corners. In each reply,
the Commissioner stated that the practice was objectionable
and illegal, but that he had no jurisdiction over County Sur-
veyors; he recommended that the complainant refer the mat-
ter to a court of competent jurisdiction. Most of this “corner
moving” took place in the Plains States west of the Mississip-
pi River.

On April 26, 1869, M. L. Stearns was notified of his
appointment to be Surveyor General of Florida and was
ordered to open his office in Tallahasse. In his Annual In-
structions of June 22, 1868, Wilson told him to get the Sur-
veyor General’s records and Spanish Archives from the U.S.
Attorney and go into business.

On June 8, 1869, John Lynch was notified of his appoint-
ment to be Surveyor General of Louisiana. His Instructions
dated July 12th ordered him to open the office in New
Orleans. Thus, the Florida and Louisiana offices were back in
business after an eight-year hiatus due to the Civil War.

A letter dated July 21, 1869, to Jeremiah Stumm of Rush-
ville, Illinois, directed him that to subdivide section 30, he
should run the north-south centerline between original quar-
ter corners and run the east-west centerline due west to an
intersection with the west boundary where the west quarter
corner would be established. The center quarter corner would
thus be at the intersection of the centerlines.

A letter dated July 26, 1869, to Hiram Barney, in Meno-
minee, Michigan, advised him on the proper method of subdi-
viding a fractional section two, which contained a lake. Bar-
ney was to retrace the section lines to determine the varia-
tion of his compass, then run the east-west centerline east on
a mean bearing to the lake and the north-south center north
on a mean bearing to the lake. This was the first letter found
during this period that introduced the concept of mean bear-
ing over the due north, south, east, and west wording of the
law.

In August 1869, the boundary survey of the Navajo Indian
Reservation was begun by Ehud N. Darling under contract
with Commissioner Wilson. Darling had surveyed the Col-
orado-New Mexico Boundary in 1867 and many other Indian
reservations also. Darling designated the southeast corner of
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the Navajo Indian Reservation as the initial point of the
Navajo Baseline and the east boundary was used as the
reference meridian. The Navajo Reservation was surveyed
and subdivided as a separate rectangular survey system in
Arizona and New Mexico. The New Mexico portion of these
surveys was cancelled by letter dated June 17, 1936. Official-
ly, New Mexico is surveyed entirely on the New Mexico
Principal Meridian system, whereas Arizona retains surveys
on the Navajo Baseline.

On July 8, 1869, D. M. Chapman of Bushnell, Illinois,
requested advice on the proper method of subdividing section
1, T. 5 N, R. 2 W., Fourth Principal Meridian. The reply
dated September 6 instructed him to establish the one-
sixteenth corners at midpoint between quarters corners and
section corners, except the north one-sixteenth corners which
were to be proportioned. He was to adjust his variation to
retrace the section lines during that process; then run the
east one-sixteenth line, north-south centerline, and west one-
sixteenth lines due north to an intersection with the north
boundary. Next, run the north one-sixteenth east-west cen-
terline and south one-sixteenth lines across the section to the
opposite corresponding corners. Where all of these lines in-
tersected would be the position of the interior one-sixteenth
corners and center quarter corner.

Several other letters during August and September sent to
County Surveyors instructed them to restore lost section
corners by single proportionate measurement on a “right
line” between the found corners to the north and south of the
missing section corners. Double proportioning was not men-
tioned as a proper method.

In the 1869 Annual Report, Wilson mentions the survey of
an avulsion of the Missouri River. The centerline of the
abandoned channel had been surveyed and then the lands in
the old bed had been surveyed and platted. He also reported
that the Union Pacific and Central Pacific Railroads had
hooked up at Promontory Point, Utah, on May 10, 1869,
which would greatly increase settlement of the West and
increase the need for surveys.

The Act of February 2, 1870, 16 Stat. 64, authorized
appointment of a Surveyor General in Wyoming. Silas Reed
from Missouri was appointed Surveyor General in March and
established his office in Cheyenne. The first surveys in
Wyoming were actually made by accident. In 1867, William
Ashley had surveyed the Eighth Guide Meridian West under
contract with the Surveyor General in Colorado. Ashley ex-
tended the guide meridian some three miles into Wyoming,
thinking he was still in Colorado. The boundary between
Colorado and Wyoming was not surveyed until 1873.

In June 1870, under a contract with Reed, Edwin James
extended the Eighth Guide Meridian West northerly further
into Wyoming. He also surveyed a portion of the Third Stan-
dard Parallel North, and the rectangular surveys in Wyo-
ming were underway. All of the first surveys are numbered
from the Sixth Principal Meridian, as are most surveys of the
rectangular system in that State.

The Act of May 4, 1870, 16 Stat. 96, provided for a commis-
sion to revise the Statutes of the United States. After three
years of work, the statute laws including the public land laws
were codified and published as the Revised Statutes in 1874,

On May 21, 1870, a letter went to G. S. Killiam, County
Surveyor, at Fort Dodge, Iowa, with regard to restoring lost



meander corners. Wilson stated that in the case cited by
Killiam (not described), the proper method would be to run a
straight line between the found section corners and restore
the lost meander corners on that line at intersection with the
banks of the river. This method would also be applicable in all
similar cases; however, proportioning of the lost meander
corners was not considered.

The following letter was a major break in the right direc-
tion in regard to corners on the north and west boundaries of
the township, even though it wasn’t abided by in later letters:

C. C. Carpenter, Esq. Department of the Interior

Register of the State General Land Office
Land Office May 26, 1870
Des Moines, Iowa

Sir:

I am in receipt of your letter of the 18th instant
desiring information in regard to the proper method of
establishing the quarter corners on the northern tier of
sections in a township where there is a double set of
section corners on the township line. ..

In reply, I have to say that the quarter corners should
be established at points equidistant between the N. E.
and N. W. corners of the sections, except in section six
where the quarter corner should be placed at precisely
forty chains (original measurement) west of the N. E.
corner of the section.

Very respectfully,
Your Obt. Servant
Jos. S. Wilson
Commissioner

The letter is simply stated and is of course the correct
method to follow in most “normal” situations. Another letter
dated May 31, 1870, sent to a surveyor in Illinois gave exactly
the same rule for establishing the quarter corners on the west
boundary of a township, which was also correct for a normal
situation.

The matter of omitted lands between the meander line and
actual shoreline and subsequent reliction came to a head in
June 1870. In a letter to T. W. Ferry, Congressman from
Michigan, Wilson described the situation:

Hon. T. W. Ferry General Land Office
House of Representatives June 10, 1870
Sir:

By reference to our letter, to you, of March 15th
last, relating to the protest of Rev. H. C. Van Raalte, of
Holland, Michigan, against the survey, by George
Lander, of the same place, of a tract of alleged unsur-
veyed land in, what would be if surveyed, the S. W. frl.
Ys of Sec. 20, T. 5 N., R. 15 W. at the head of Black Lake,
Michigan, who asks that an order issue to John F. Fink-
ham, surveyor, of Grand Rapids, Michigan, for the prop-
er survey of the same in order that it may be brought
into market and sold according to law. I have the honor
to say that additional evidence having been furnished
by Mr. Van Raalte in reference to the case, this office is
now prepared to examine the same, and submit the
following: —

The N. W. frl. % of Sec. 29, Tp. and Range aforesaid,
was purchased at private entry in 1836, by Samuel

McHyes and patented to him in 1839, and in 1847 was
purchased by the Rev. H. C. Van Raalte.

It appears however, that during the progress of the
resurvey of the City of Holland, located in the above
named tract of land, in the year 1860, a small tract of
alleged unsurveyed land was discovered in, what would
be if surveyed, the S. W. ¥4 of Sec. 20, immediately
North of the tract purchased by Mr. Van Raalte, and
between the government meander line and the water of
the Lake.

Some time subsequent to the resurvey, the aforesaid
George Lander, proposed to preempt this tract of alleged
unsurveyed land and filed his application for survey of
the same, in this office, September 3rd 1869, in regard to
which, protest was entered by the Rev. H. C. Van Raalte
upon the ground of riparian ownership.

The application for survey is accompanied by the affi-
davits of three persons, Civil Engineers, to the effect
that the said tract of land is North of the government
meander line — is high and dry land, from 1 to 15 feet
above the level of the Lake — is of gravel formation on
which the stumps of trees are yet standing, from 1 to 2
feet in diameter and that they are certain that no part of
the high, dry land is accretion or could be so considered
in any sense of the word.

It appears however, upon examination of the original
field notes on file in this office, that, at the time of the
survey, in 1832, no dry land was found between the
meander line and the bed of the Lake: and, as the survey
was made in the season when the waters of Lakes, and
other bodies of water, are much higher than at ordinary
stages, it is fair to presume that the survey was made in
accordance with instructions from this office and in the
proper manner, as certified by the Surveyor General.

Taking into consideration all of the facts in the case it
appears that Mr. Van Raalte purchased all of the sur-
veyed land in the N. W. frl. % of Sec. 29, T. 5 N,,R. 15
W., in good faith, and to the border of the Lake: and it
would seem that his long and undisputed occupancy of
the same as well as, his disposal of certain portions of it
to different parties, including the supposed unsurveyed
tract, ought to be protected against the uncertain
tenure of subsequent claimants.

From all the evidence adduced in this case, it appears
that the waters at the head of Black Lake have receded
and formed into well defined channels, leaving a con-
siderable tract of high and dry as well as swamp land
South of what is now Black River, in the N. W. ¥4 of Sec.
29,and S. W. ¥ of Sec. 20, T. 5 N, R. 15 W, so formed by
the operation of natural or other causes, and it is now
the policy of the government, under the recent ruling of
the Hon. Secretary of the Interior in an analagous case,
that when any considerable body of high land is formed
in this manner, to have the lines of the public surveys
extended over the premises.

Application for the survey of the same having been
made by Mr. Landers, and John F. Finkham, Surveyor,
of Grand Rapids, Mich., having made a proposition in
writing specifying the amount for which he is willing to
execute the survey and certificate of deposit having
been made for the amount required with a U.S. Deposi-



tory to the credit of the U.S. on account of the appropria-
tion for surveying the public lands, the Commissioner
will forward at the earliest day practicable the neces-
sary instructions for survey in accordance with the pub-
lic land system.

Lands of this class when surveyed become subject to
the operation of the homestead and preemption laws, or
after due notice by the local land officers, pursuant to
instructions from the Commissioner as contemplated by
Sec. 5, Act of Aug. 3, 1846, may be sold for cash to the
highest bidder and if not disposed of in this way will
then become subject to private cash entry, warrant, or
scrip location

I have the honor to be
Very respectfully
Jos. S. Wilson
Commissioner

Copies of the decision were sent to George Landers and the
Rev. Van Raalte, but no “order” to Finkham was ever sent. In
June 1871, (then) Senator Ferry again inquired about the
matter. Willis Drummond replied that Lander must have
misunderstood the decision (very understandable) and sent a
copy of the decision to Lander. Lander then again requested
the survey on September 4, 1871, but once again no order was
issued. On February 14, 1872, in reply to another inquiry
from Ferry, Drummond declined to order the survey. He
explained that there were many cases pending before the
Department in which the survey of lands, where the water
had receded, were contested on the grounds of riparian
rights. Drummond had recommended to the Committee on
Public Lands that Congress pass legislation on the matter of
dried-up lakes and relicted lands. Drummond thought that
this class of lands should be granted to the States (similar to
the swamp land grants). As far as can be determined, no
survey was ever made, and there was no indication that
Lander ever got his deposit back.

Oddly enough, in the above letter a policy change was
made—to survey relicted land even though the water had not
completely disappeared. The letter was also contrary to com-
mon sense. Wilson decides that Van Raalte had riparian
rights to a small strip of omitted land, between the meander
line and actual shore of the lake, but that he had no riparian
rights to the relicted land in front of the old shoreline, even
though there was water remaining, the Black River, which
was a stream, not a lake.

One other item of interest seems appropriate at this time.
Before any dried-up lake or island survey could be made, the
applicant had to “prove” to the Commissioner that the ap-
plication was legitimate, such as the fact the island was
actually omitted and not formed by accretion or avulsion
after the original survey, or that a lake was all dried up, not
just partly so. To submit such proof, a map was frequently
made by a local or County Surveyor at the request of the
applicant, and this map would be sent to the Commissioner
along with all of the affidavits. Nine times out of ten, the
applicant would suggest that the survey be made by the
Surveyor who made the map for him. If the Commissioner
approved the application, he would then contract with the
Surveyor for the “official” survey and field notes. In this
manner a great many County Surveyors and others became
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“U.S. Deputy Surveyors” and that title carried considerable
prestige among the local citizenry. If another application for
an island survey was made in the same county by someone
else, he would most likely hire the same “Deputy Surveyor”
to make the map to accompany the application; this map
would be nicely drawn, very similar to an official survey plat,
and signed by “John A. Doe, Deputy Surveyor.”

After examining all the evidence presented, the Commis-
sioner might reject the application and often sent the mate-
rials submitted back to the applicant. Years later, the map,
signed by “John A. Doe, Deputy Surveyor” would show up in
some litigation as being a “plat” of the survey of the island,
showing that so-and-so had title to it or at least color-of-title.
Sometimes it takes an abnormal amount of research and
digging to find out where these phony “plats” originated
because the original parties are long dead, but when the
origin is found, it can settle a dispute in short order; the main
clue is that these “plats” were not approved by the Commis-
sioner or a Surveyor General. Also, do not be confused by a
marginal notation such as “Rec’d with Sur. Gen’ls letter,
June 10, 1873.”

The Actof July 9, 1870, 16 Stat. 217, added sections 12 thru
17 to the Mining Act of July 26, 1866. By this act, placer
claims were added to the mining law. Placer claims could not
exceed 160 acres, were to conform to the rectangular surveys,
could be legal subdivisions of 40 acres, or in 10-acre aliquot
parts. Sec. 16 of this act repealed part of the Act of March 3,
1853, and directed that the rectangular system should extend
over all public lands, regardless of their mineral content, but
that “waste or useless lands” were not to be surveyed.

Sec. 16 concludes with these words and is now codified in 43
U.S.C. 766:

“Provided, That all subdividing of surveyed lands into
lots less than one hundred and sixty acres may be done
by county and local surveyors at the expense of the
claimants: And provided further, That nothing herein
contained shall require the survey of waste or useless
lands.”

- This act officially allowed county and local surveyors to
subdivide public lands, when in actual practice they had been
subdividing sections since before 1830. It isn’t known when
the “District Surveyors” had ceased being appointed by the
Surveyors General. This act actually gave official notice of
something that had been routine for a long time, and espe-
cially so after 1853.

The stipulation that wastelands not be surveyed caused
further “piecemeal” township surveys. Many townships in
the West are incomplete because of this elimination of “waste
or useless lands” from the regular extension of the rectangu-
lar system.

By the ActofJuly 11, 1870, 16 Stat. 230, Arizona was made
a separate surveying district. John Wasson was commis-
sioned Surveyor General on July 12 but notification did not
reach him until November 5, 1870, when he opened his office
in Tucson. He travelled to California, brought back the Arizo-
na records, and began contracting for surveys in that terri-
tory in March 1871,

On July 25, 1870, the Secretary of the Interior contracted
with Ehud N. Darling and Theodore H. Barrett for the survey
of the Chickasaw lands in the Indian Territory (now Oklaho-



ma) in accordance with the Treaty of April 28, 1866, con-
cluded with the Choctaw and Chickasaw Indians, which re-
quired that the lands be surveyed and subdivided into 160-
acre tracts.

OnJuly 30, 1870, Wilson issued Special Instructions for the
surveys. Darling was assigned to survey the Indian Meridian
and the Baseline in the eastern part of the Chickasaw lands;
Barrett was to survey the baseline in the western part. As
instructed, Darling established the initial point between two
small streams a short distance southeast of Fort Arbuckle,
which he monumented with a marked stone. Darling then
surveyed the baseline east to the boundary between the
Chickasaws and Choctaws. He surveyed the Choctaw-
Chickasaw boundary north to the Canadian River starting at
the confluence of Island Bayou and the Red River, and the
meridian between the Red and Canadian Rivers. He sur-
veyed his area into townships and sections, then subdivided
the sections by running the centerlines between quarter cor-
ners, establishing the center quarter section corners at the
intersection of centerlines.

Barrett surveyed the baseline west to 98° west longitude,
then subdivided the western part of the Chickasaw lands the
same as Darling did the eastern half. Barrett found gross
errors in the 1858 survey of the 98th Meridian, which had
been surveyed as the west boundary of the Chickasaw lands;
he did that work over so he could close against the boundary.

This was the first time found in which a “complete” survey
was made of the sections from the establishment of the initial
point through to the proper method of subdividing the sec-
tions into quarter sections. It was not done on public lands
because Indian reservations were not “public lands” under
the land laws.

In December 1870, Darling and Barrett were given con-
tracts to survey the Indian lands between the 96th and 98th
Meridians from the Canadian River north to the Kansas
boundary; the Indian Territory surveys were under way.

To illustrate the inconsistency going out of the GLO at the
time, the following letters are mentioned.

On August 22, 1870, H. W. Dickson, of Hillsboro, Illinois,
asked advice in subdividing section 6, T. 7 N., R. 3 W., Third
Principal Meridian, a normal section (not fractional). Dick-
son wanted to establish the north quarter corner 40 chains
west of the northeast corner and the west quarter corner 40
chains north of the southwest corner of section 6, then run the
centerlines accordingly. Wilson told him on August 31 that
method was wrong; instead he should run due north from the
South quarter corner and due west from the east quarter
corner to an intersection with the exterior boundaries; where
the lines crossed would be the legal center of the section.

On November 5, 1870, J. D. Carleton, of Port Huron, Michi-
gan, was instructed to subdivide a fractional section by run-
ning from the estabished quarter section corners due north,
south, east or west, as the case may be, to the water boundary,
without regard to the direction of the original section lines.

On November 9, 1870, E. C. Martin, of Pontiac, Michigan,
was instructed to set the north quarter corner of a section 6,
exactly 40 chains west of the northeast corner of section 6,
even though the original plat returned the length of the north
boundary of section 6 as 80.50 chains and Martin had found it
to measure only 69.30 chains.

Also on November 9, 1870, E. C. Hutchinson, of St. Louis,
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Missouri, was instructed to establish the north quarter cor-
ner of section 4 by running due north from the quarter corner
of sections 4 and 9 to an intersection with the north boundary
of the section.

On February 4, 1871, Willis Drummond was appointed
Commissioner of the GLO. Generally speaking, Drummond
continued Wilson’s policies in regard to corner restorations
but changed the policy on subdivision of sections and dried-
up lakes.

The Act of February 18, 1871, 16 Stat. 416, ceded to the
State of Ohio all of the unsold and unsurveyed lands in the
Virginia Military Tract. No attempt was made to identify the
lands ceded.

On February 27, 1871, the Surveyor General of Minnesota
was instructed to have the sections in the White Earth Indian
Reservation subdivided by the Three Mile Method and mark
the quarter-quarter section corners “Vis.”

The Act of March 3, 1871, 16 Stat. 581, added Sec. 11 to the
deposit survey part of the Act of May 30, 1862, 12 Stat. 409.
This section follows:

“Sec. 11. And be it further enacted, That in all cases
where settlers shall make deposits in accordance with
this act, to the credit of the United States, for public
surveys, such amounts so deposited shall go in part
payment for their lands situated in the townships, and
the surveying of which is paid for out of said deposits
and effect shall be given to this act by regulations to be

prescribed by the commissioner of the general land
office.”

APPROVED, March 3, 1871

Very few “deposit surveys” had been made of townships
and sections under the 1862 act because the cost of survey
was in addition to the cost of the land. This amendment
greatly increased deposit surveys because the deposits were
actually a credit account toward land payment when patent
issued. But the credit or deposit could only be used for land in
the township applied for; it could not be used elsewhere and
was not refundable if the depositor changed his mind and
moved elsewhere. The whole deposit survey idea was an
economy measure (at least to the well intentioned) in which
the settlers put up the “front money” for the surveys instead
of using appropriations from the Treasury, but the cost of
survey for a whole township was too great for only one or two
settlers to bear. Then too, the “waste and useless lands, unfit
for cultivation” were not supposed to be surveyed, so many of
the deposit surveys at this stage were made of only the “good
parts” of the township, which reduced the cost and made the
surveying easier for the contracting deputies. That left many
townships only partly done and compounded the problem of
“completion” surveys in later years. The Western States,
especially Nevada and Utah, had many fragmentary surveys
executed in the early 1870’s.

On March 13, 1871, Drummond replied to John Taffe, a
member of Congress, who stated that Carl Meyer of Yankton,
South Dakota, had invented a metal “Surveyor’s Mark.” Taf-
fe wanted it used in monumenting the public surveys. Cast
iron monuments had been used on State boundaries and
other special situations but not as a general practice in
monumenting the public land surveys. Many corners in the
Plains States and western deserts disappeared almost before
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the surveyor got out of sight, so the argument for a metal
monument was sound enough. Drummond declined the sug-
gestion on the grounds of cost, procurement, freight, and
burden to the surveyors.

In letters dated March 18, 1871, to Theodore W. Robbins,
Big Rapids, Michigan, and to Asa H. Guy, County Surveyor,
Georgetown, Illinois, they were directed to establish the
quarter corners along the north and west boundaries of the
townships at midpoint between the controlling section cor-
ners except section 6. This reversed the due north and due
west method propounded in November only four months ear-
lier.

On March 27, 1871, W. McChesney, Sagetown, Illinois,
was advised to establish the west quarter corner and north
quarter corner of a section 6, at 40 chains “original measure”
(proportioned) north of the southwest corner and west of the
northeast corner of the section, which is basically the same
method used today.

In the late 1860’s and early 1870’s, including Drummond’s
administration, the surveyors were usually advised to re-
store obliterated monuments at the intersection of record
bearings, when the record bearings and distances to found
original bearing trees did not match.

On May 6, 1871, Drummond issued a Circular to all Sur-
veyors General, detailing the procedures, estimating, and
accounts for deposit surveys. These instructions did not affect
any methods or procedures in the field execution of the rec-
tangular surveys, except as already noted.

The following letter on how to subdivide a section describes
the method used to the present day:

S.M. Delamaker, Esq. Department of the Interior
Logansport, Indiana  General Land Office
Sir- Washington, D.C.June 23,1871

Your letter of the 15th instant addressed to the
Hon. Secretary of the Interior, requesting information
in regard to the proper manner of subdividing a full
section of the public lands into quarter-quarters, has
been referred to this office.

In reply I have to say that the sections should be first
subdivided into quarters by running straight lines from
the quarter corners to the opposite corresponding cor-
ners. The point of intersection of these lines will be the
corner commun to the several quarter sections.

To subdivide the quarter sections, quarter-quarter
corners should be placed at points equidistant, on
straight lines, between the corners already established,
and each quarter subdivided by running straight lines
from these quarter-quarter corners to the opposite cor-
responding corners, establishing the common center at
the intersection of the lines so run.

Very Respectfully
Willis Drummond
Commissioner

On October 3,1871, Edgar Henry, Monticello, Indiana, was
advised that to restore the lost corner of sections 3 and 4 on
the north boundary of a township, he should run due north
from the original quarter corner of sections 3 and 4 and
establish the lost closing corner at the point of intersection.

On November 11, 1871, S. J. Carter, Deputy County Sur-
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veyor, Brunswick, Missouri, was instructed to restore lost
section corners at single proportionate distance on straight
line between found corners to the north and south, and run
the east-west section lines straight between the section cor-
ners thusrestored, placing those quarter corners at midpoint.
Drummond used that policy of restoring lost section corners
throughout his tenure in office.

In the 1871 Annual Report, Drummond reported that the
Nez Perce Indian Reservation in Idaho had been partially
subdivided into 20-acre allotments. Many other Indian res-
ervations (too many to name here) had been subdivided into
20-, 40- and 80-acre allotments, all done by the Three Mile
Method. Fig. 47 indicates the method used to subdivide a
section into 20-acre allotments and to number the “lots.”

Variations of this basic system were used in the different
surveying districts. An example is shown by Fig. 48, a sketch
taken from the Special Instructions, Contract No. 381,
Washington, dated in 1892. In that contract, the Deputy
Surveyor was instructed to mark the monuments and bear-
ing trees as lot corners instead of the usual one-eighth or
one-thirty second corner designations.

The following letter will indicate the policy generally
adopted in dealing with meander corners:

Geo. W. Cooley, Esq.
U.S. Deputy Surveyor
Minneapolis, Minnsota Washington, D.C.
Sir: January 3, 1872

I am in receipt of your letter of the 23rd Ult.
making inquiries concerning the re-establishment of
the meander corners on the 4th Standard Parallel in
Secs. 31 and 32, Tp. 117 N, R. 21 W, 5th P.M., Minn.
and stating that the bearing trees on the west side of the
lake do not agree with the field notes.

In reply I have to state that it will be necessary to
re-establish the section corner to sections 31 and 32 on
the Standard Parallel equidistant between the South-
east corner of Section 32 and the Southwest corner of
Section 31 and establish the meander corner on the east
side of the lake on the thus established Standard at a
distance proportionate to the original measurement.

The meander corner on the west side of said lake
should be similarly established, giving due weight to
the position of the bearing trees which you have found
standing.

Department of the Interior
General Land Office

Very Respectfully

Your Obt Servant

Willis Drummond
Commissioner

As a general statement, meander corners were not used as
a basis of proportioning lost section or quarter-section cor-
ners or other meander corners. They were treated in much
the same manner as line trees, controlling the direction of a
line but not the proportioning along the line. No explanation
of that philosophy was found; as will be seen, it was not a hard
and fast rule; exceptions were made.

In January 1872, R. C. Hathaway, County Surveyor, Oco-
nomowoc, Wisconsin, sent a survey “plat” and application for
15.69 acres of omitted land lying between the meander line
and actual shoreline of “Lake LaBelle,” in the northeast
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Diagram 2
(Showing method of subdividing Sections into 10 Acre Tracts. )
Sec.Cor. 58\ /59 /4 Sec. Cor
TR T T T
| l | l
8 7 6 5 4 3 2 |
I | I | | I I
1 | | L | | |
ol
S I 10 | I : 12 } 13 : 14 : 15 I 16
| | | | [ | I
l ! I B | I ;
24 | 23 | 22 I 2l | 20 I 19 I 18 l 17
| | | I I I
| | | | | | |
I [ | - | [ ]
I I l I I | |
25 I 26 | 27 | 28 I 29 I 30 ' 31 | 32
i/a | | | 1/4 | | I /4
* 1 | » 2 | I ] —
40 l 39 I 38 I 37 I 36 I 35 l 34 l 33
TR e . I T B
[ 1 hY U4 [ 1 | |
i I 437X | [ I [

4 : 42 ; 43 : 44 : 45 : 46 : a7 I a8
,~—~-—= ~---- East on random, setting femporary corners af every 10 chains ~-~ —» ===~
"~~~ - «—— —— West on true line, establishing permanent corners at each /g of total distance - - «——-’

| | I (as determined by random )} I |

6 | 8 | 54 | 53 : 52 | sl | S0 | 49
| | ] | L | |
I I 1 | l | |
| | | | | ! |

57 | 58 l 59 l 60 | 6l | 62 | 63 | 64

& I 1 | &4 | | I Q
Sec. Cor. Sec.Cor.

, Figure 48. From Special Instructions, Contract 381, Washington — Makah Indian Reservation.




quarter of section 30, T. 8 N,, R. 17 E,, Fourth Principal
Meridian. Hathaway wanted to purchase the land. Drum-
mond bluntly rejected the application, said the survey by
Hathaway was illegal, and that the government would not
survey such small parcels of land until such time as the lake
entirely dried up. (The whole lake covered over two sections
of area.)
The following letter is of special interest:

Department of the Interior
General Land Office
Washington, D.C., Feby 15, 1872
Hon. H. C. Burchard
House of Representatives
Sir:

I have the honor to acknowledge the receipt, by
reference from you, of a letter from Mr. M. Montelins
dated Cedarville, Stephenson County, Illinois, 29th
ultimo, desiring information in regard to the proper
method of establishing the centers of sections, and in
reply, I have to say as follows: —

This office has not authority to issue instructions for
the subdivisions of lands which have been disposed of by
the government and when called upon for an opinion in
the matter, can only point out the manner in which the
law requires said subdivisions to be made.

Under the provisions of the Act of Congress, approved
February 11, 1805, the course to be pursued in subdivi-
sion of Sections is to run straight lines from the esta-
bished quarter section corners — U.S. Surveys — to the
opposite corresponding corners, and the point of in-
tersection of these lines will be the corner common to the
several quarter sections.

The “Instructions to the Deputy Surveyors of the
United States for the District of Illinois and Missouri”,
issued in the year 1856, contains directions for the sub-
division of Sections, which, though not in strict accor-
dance with the requirements of the Act above referred
to, is the method which has been adopted by many
County Surveyors in Illinois.

In some cases the Surveyor General Subdivided the
Sections upon the original plats by the rule laid down in
said “Instructions” and the lands have been sold accor-
ding to such subdivision.

Many purchasers of lands subdivided upon the plats
by the Surveyor General, or subdivided by County Sur-
veyors according to the rule given in the “Instructions”
have held possession for many years, and have fenced
their lands and made other improvements in such man-
ner that, a change in the lines, in order to make them
conform to the strict letter of the law, would often work
great hardship and it has been the policy of this office, to
recommend in such cases the maintenance of the subdi-
vision lines as established in the field.

Mr. M’s. letter to you is herewith returned.

I am Sir
Very Respectfully
your Obt Servant
Willis Drummond
Commissioner

So far as is known, this policy on “instructions for the
subdivisions of lands” is still in force today in the BLM. The
opinion expressed with regard to the 1856 Instructions is also
abided by if and when any public lands are affected by those
improperly executed section subdivisions. The BLM does not
presume to tell anyone what they should or should not do on
privately owned lands not affecting public lands. Any opin-
ions expressed are still an opinion and advisory only.

The Act of March 1, 1872, 17 Stat. 32, created Yellowstone
National Park, the first of the national parks. The bound-
aries of the parks were surveyed by the GLO.

On May 1, 1872, Drummond replied to M. J. Alexander of
Marshall, Missouri, in regard to establishing the north quar-
ter corner of section 2, T. 50 N, R. 21 W, Fifth Principal
Meridian. The original plat showed that the subject quarter
corner had been theoretically established or protracted at a
point 39.11 chains west of the northeast corner and 41.19
chains east of the northwest corner of the section. Alexander
was advised to establish it in that position by proportionate
measurement to protect the subdivisions shown on the orig-
inal plat, which is the same policy used today.

The Act of May 10, 1872, 17 Stat. 91, is the general Mining
Law, still in effect—the basis of the mineral surveys made on
the public lands. Although mineral surveys are not made by
employees of the BLM, mineral surveyors are appointed by
the BLM. While executing a mineral survey, the surveyors
are technically government employees but their fees are paid
by the claimant. A mineral surveyor acts in about the same
capacity as did the “District Surveyors” appointed by Jared
Mansfield in Ohio.

The 1872 Mining Law covers both lode and placer claims
and millsites. Lode claims are surveyed, usually without
regard to the rectangular system, though they are usually
tied to a rectangular corner; they are then segregated out of
the sections in which they are located, leaving many odd-
shaped fractional lots. Millsites are usually surveyed in a
similar manner. Placer claims are now usually taken by legal
subdivision or aliquot parts of legal subdivisions of a section,
although thousands of “gulch” placers were also surveyed.

The BLM issues orders for mineral surveys and approves
the field notes and constructs the mineral survey plats. Field
surveyors are often confronted with the Dependent Resurvey
of mining claims but not the original survey. Mining claims
themselves have no influence on the system and extension of
the rectangular surveys. An unsurveyed but marked mining
claim location may be segregated from unentered public
lands for administrative purposes.

On September 3, 1872, Drummond entered into a contract
with and issued Special Instructions to Orrin T. Morrill, U.S.
Surveyor, for the survey of township boundaries, section
lines, and section subdivisions on the Pottawatomie Indian
Reservation in the Indian Territory. The east boundary of the
reservation had been surveyed in 1871 by Nathaniel Robbins
as the west boundary of the Seminole Reservation. The north
boundary of the Pottawatomie was the north fork of the
Canadian River; the south boundary was the Canadian Riv-
er. The west boundary was in the late stages of being sur-
veyed by Barrett and Darling, who were also surveying the
Second Standard Parallel North through the approximate
center of the Pottawatomie Reservation, running east from
the Indian Meridian.
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Morrill was instructed to survey the Pottawatomie lands
using the Second Standard Parallel as an “auxiliary” base-
line for his work. The following paragraph from the Special
Instructions are given verbatim:

“The Second Standard Parallel is coincident with the
line between townships eight and nine North of the
Base line, it will serve you as an auxiliary base for
running your district into townships lying both North
and South thereform; you will close your meridional
lines starting from the parallel North from the Stan-
dard corners and South from the closing corners which
you will have established at proper convergency of the
meridians.”

Morrill was to subdivide the sections into 40-acre tracts
using the Three Mile Method of subdividing sections. To
accomplish that, he had to establish one-sixteenth section
corners at equidistant positions between the section and
quarter-section corners. Morrill was instructed to retrace the
Second Standard Parallel, which had already been surveyed,
and establish the one-sixteenth corners thereon, as shown on
a diagram accompanying his Special Instructions.

Morrill had to retrace the Standard to set not only the
one-sixteenth corners, but also the “closing corners” for the
townships and sections to the south of the standard. This
process was not dissimilar from that used on standard paral-
lels, south of the baseline, under the 1851 Oregon Manual.
But the closing corners established in that manner, even
though called “closing corners”, are not in fact true closing
corners. They are generally treated today as junior corners
supposedly established on a senior line. Morrill ran south
from them to the Canadian River. The Barrett-Darling sur-
vey of the Second Standard Parallel was a senior survey but
would not have resulted in an approved plat, per se. The
Standard Parallel was probably approved as part of the plats
of the surveys of the townships as returned by Morrill. There-
fore, if the presumption is true, both the standard corners and
the junior corners established by Morrill would control align-
ment and distance along the Standard Parallel in any subse-
quent dependent resurvey. The field notes and plats would
have to be carefully examined to establish the true status of
the corners along that line.

On November 3, 1872, Morrill was instructed to write the
field notes of his work in accordance with specimen field
notes sent to him of the Warpeton and Sissiton Reservation in
Dakota. As previously noted, that reservation was the first
one subdivided by the Three Mile Method.

The Act of February 18, 1873, 17 Stat. 465, declared that
the coal lands, and iron ore lands in Michigan, Wisconsin,
and Minnesota were not subject to the 1872 Mining Law.

In a letter to John Melendy, County Surveyor, Shawnee,
Wisconsin, dated July 12, 1873, Melendy was advised to
restore the lost quarter corner on the east boundary of section
24, T. 27 N., R. 15 E., Fourth Principal Meridian, at pro-
portionate distance between the found original meander cor-
ner to the north and the original southeast corner of section
24. Thus, the meander corner was used to control the restora-
tion of the lost quarter corner. A nearly identical letter went
to a man in Kansas on June 5, 1877. This advice was a
reversal of the opinion expressed to George Cooley on Janu-
ary 3, 1872.
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The following letter concerned the proper method of subdi-
viding a section 2:

Department of the Interior
General Land Office
Frank Dorr Washington, D.C., Sept. 12, 1873
Waupaca, Wisconsin
Sir:

In reply to your letter of the 1st instant, relative
to the proper manner of establishing the quarter-
quarter corner north of the centre of Section 2, T. 24 N,
R.14E., 4th P.M., Wisconsin, ] have to say as follows:—
The said corner should be established at a distance of
twenty chains original measurement north of the centre
of the section—This rule will, of course, necessitate the
adoption of a proportional measurement if the chaining
does not agree with the original distance.

The original length of the quarter line from the center of
the section to the township line is the mean between the
lengths of the East and West boundaries of the North
half of the section or 45.85 chains, this being the length
adopted in calculating the areas of the lots in said sec-
tion.

My letter of the 30th January, 1872, relative to the S. E.
Ysof the N. W. V4 of said section 2, addressed to Mr. E. P.
Perry, was based upon the presumption that the County
Surveyor’s chain was of the same length as that of the
U.S. Deputy Surveyor.

Very Respectfully
Willis Drummond
Commissioner

Frank Dorr was the County Surveyor. E. P. Perry was the
owner of the SE V4, NW Y4, section 2. The distance from the
center quarter corner to the north quarter corner was 44.00
chains by Dorr’s measurement. When proportioned, the cen-
ter-north one-sixteenth was 0.81 chains south of a full 20
chains, which “deprived” Perry of land that he had “improved
and rendered valuable.” Perry retained a law firm to repre-
sent him in the dispute; they wrote to the Commissioner on
November 28, 1873, for an explanation. Drummond replied
on December 5, 1873, and stuck by his above decision.

This exchange established the principle of subdividing sec-
tions against the north and west boundaries to suit the areas
as calculated on the original plat.

A somewhat similar but different problem came up at this
same time. On November 22, 1872, M. J. Alexander, Mar-
shall, Missouri, had this situation: in the original survey of T.
51 N., R. 19 W, Fifth Principal Meridian, the length of the
south boundaries of sections 1, 12, 13, 24, and 25 had been
returned as something greater than 81 chains in length,
possibly 81.50 chains. That length was “out of limits;” it may
have been caused by a crooked east boundary. (See subject of
letter to Charles E. Morse, July 28, 1847, in Arkansas.)
However, the original surveyor had placed the quarter sec-
tion corners at midpoint in the field and returned them as
such in the field notes. But in constructing the plat of the
township, the draftsman had shown the quarter corners to be
at 40 chains from the west and had placed all of the excess in
the east half of the sections in calculating the areas.
Apparently the quarter corners were lost and needed restor-



ing and Alexander was to subdivide those sections. He
wanted to know what controlled, the plat or the field notes?
Drummond advised him that the fieid notes controlled; the
corners would have to be at equidistant points and the sec-
tions subdivided accordingly. Apparently there were no lots
along the east boundary, just quarter sections containing
more than 160 acres shown on the plat.

If confronted with that problem today, and if the east
halves of the sections had been protracted into lots against
the east boundary, the BLM would also restore the quarter
corners at midpoint if lost, but would then establish the east
one-sixteenth section corners in a position proportionate to
the distances used to calculate the areas on the plat.

On February 19, 1873, 18 Stat. 16, Congress passed a spe-
cial act, granting to Holt County, Missouri, for school pur-
poses, the former bed of Tarkio Lake, located in the east half
of T. 60 N, R. 39 W_, Fifth Principal Meridian. The lake had
been meandered during the original survey in 1846. The
county court designated Stephen C. Collins as a competent
surveyor to execute the survey of the dried-up lake. On
March 19, 1874, Drummond issued Special Instructions to
Collins for the survey, which was to simply extend the section
lines out from the meander corners, a normal completion
survey. The survey of Tarkio Lake was approved June 26,
1874,

Tarkio Lake was a dried-up, meandered lake, and the lands
bordering it had been patented. The government claimed
ownership through the long-standing policy on dried up
lakes, but dried-up lake surveys had been on a back burner
since at least January 1872 (as indicated in the Black Lake
case). By granting Tarkio Lake to Holt County, Congress was
giving tacit recognition to government ownership of relicted
lake beds, or at least that is how the Commissioner reacted to
the act. More dried-up lake surveys followed.

In a letter dated March 23, 1874, Drummond advised F.
Marky, the County Surveyor in Chillicothe, Missouri, to re-
store the northeast corner of section 4, T. 56 N., R. 25 W,
Fifth Principal Meridian, by double proportion. When Marky
restored the corners along the north boundary of the
township on a straight line between found corners, the dis-
tance from the found quarter corner of sections 4 and 5, to the
restored township line was very short, but the distance to the
next found corner to the north was too long. Drummond
advised him to restore the corners along the township line by
proportion (east-west) but to determine the alignment of the
township line by proportioning between found original cor-
ners to the north and south. This method is still provided for
in the 1973 Manual, Sec. 5-37, in special cases, with conclu-
sive proof.

In a letter to “Hunter and Page,” Chicago, Illinois, dated
March 24, 1874, in regard to the proper method of estab-
lishing the north quarter corner of section 6, T. 38 N, R. 12
E., Third Principal Meridian, they were advised to establish
the corner at a point which would “suit the areas expressed on
the official plat” at proportionate distance between the north-
east and northwest corners of the section. (This opinion was
corrected on April 18, 1874, for other reasons.)

In a letter dated April 14, 1874, sent to P.M. Brown, the
County Surveyor in Smith’s Creek, Michigan, in regard to
establishing quarter corners.along the west boundary of a
township, the phrase “should be placed at the points indi-
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cated by the calculation of the areas of the quarter sections
adjoining the range line” was used. These two phrases, iden-
tical in meaning, were used increasingly from then on when
replying to similar inquiries. They have evolved over the
years to the often-used phrase “protect the plat.”

On July 1, 1874, Samuel S. Burdett became Commaissioner
of the GLO.

The following letter had to do with “off-line” closing cor-
ners:

Charles J. Wright
Deputy Co. Surveyor
Fergus Falls, Minn.

Department of the Interior
General Land Office
Washington, D.C.,

June 24, 1874

Sir: In reply to your letter of the 13th instant, alleging
that the closing corners on the Standard Parallel be-
tween Tps. 132 and 133 N, R. 41 W, 5th P.M. are from
two to four rods north of the Standard, I have to say that
an examination of the field notes and plats in this office
does not verify your statement, but in any event the
Standard Parallel must be considered the true bound-
ary between the townships referred to.

Very Respectfully
W. W. Curtis
Acting Commissioner

This policy on “off-line” closing corners has never wavered.

Onduly 13, 1874, Burdett issued a Circular (see Appendix)
on policy in regard to the survey of the beds of dried-up lakes.
Such lake beds or relicted lands along the shore, exceeding 40
acres, would be surveyed at the expense of the applicant, with
a deposit, with the necessary proofs.

The Wolf Lake-George Lake situation became active in
September 1874. On September 2, Burdett wrote to J. H.
Hardin, Chicago, Illinois, concerning the navigability of Wolf
Lake located in fractional T. 37 N., R. 15 E., Third Principal
Meridian, Illinois. The original survey had been made in
1834 and 1835 and had meandered a lake shown as “Navi-
gable Lake” on the plat. Lands bordering the lake had been
patented in 1841. Lake George was part of the same lake but
was locatedinT.37N,,R.9W.,and T.38 N.,Rs.9and 10 W.,
Second Principal Meridian, Indiana. (The state boundary
crossed the lake.) Apparently the lake had receded and
claims were being made on the relicted lands. Burdett cor-
rectly told Hardin that just because the plat called it a
“Navigable Lake,” that label didn’t make it navigable in fact.

Also on September 2, Burdett issued instructions to Elisha
S. Bennet of La Porte, Indiana, to investigate the conditions
of the lake and make a report on the matter, basically as
required by the Circular of July 13. Bennet must have made a
rapid investigation because on September 8, 1874, Special
Instructions went to Alexander Wolcott, County Surveyor,
Cook County, Chicago, Illinois, instructing him to extend the
lines of the public surveys over Wolf Lake, which Wolcott did.
In letters to Hardin and others on November 30, 1874, Bur-
dett informed them that the survey by Wolcott had been
approved by him on November 28. The plats were sent to the
land office on January 7, 1875. In 1875, George Lake on the
Indiana side was also surveyed and approved January 12,
1876. Hardin and others protested the surveys to the Secre-



tary, who upheld the survey. At some later date, the govern-
ment patented part of the surveyed relicted lands in Wolf
Lake to Conrad Jordan and another part to Jabez G. Smale.
Hardin sued on grounds of riparian rights, as did Charles H.
Mitchell, another upland owner, and the whole matter en-
tered the judicial process. (The Pistakee Lake case, in Lake
County, Illinois, was hot at the same time and involved
similar circumstances.)

The Hardin vs. Jordan case first went to court in 1883, and
Hardin’s claim to the lake bed based on riparian rights was
upheld. The case went through the appeals process and came
before the U.S. Supreme Court in January 1891. The Su-
preme Court rendered a lengthy decision on May 11, 1891
(see Hardin vs. Jordan, 140 U.S. 371) and ruled that Hardin
did have riparian rights to the relicted lands in Wolf Lake.

The Mitchell vs. Smale case (140 U.S. 406) was argued
before the Supreme Court at the same time. The only differ-
ence was that the original meander line of 1834 — 1835 had
cut off a small tongue of land projecting out into the lake; this
narrow strip of omitted land was quite small in area. The
court ruled that this small area did not deprive Mitchell of his
riparian rights to the lake. This decision (by which the area of
the omitted land is judged in relation to the area of upland
lots patented) is still the basic test used by the BLM to
determine whether lands are omitted and therefore subject to
survey. But a later case was more clear on the subject.

This was 1874 and the final decisions weren’t made until
1891; business had to go on in the interim.

On October 30, 1874, N. P. Stilson, Jefferson, Iowa, wrote
to the Secretary of the Interior, requesting advice on estab-
lishing the quarter section corner of sections 2 and 11, T. 83
N.,R. 30 W, Fifth Principal Meridian. The original surveyor,
in running the line between sections 2 and 11, had set a
witness corner at 34.92 chains, a second witness corner at
50.38 chains, with a total length of the line as 79.76 chains.
Both witness corners were found, as were the section corners.
Where should the quarter corner be established? Burdett
replied on November 14 that Stilson should establish the
quarter corner on line between the witness corners but at
midpoint between the section corners. Proportioning be-
tween the witness corners was not considered by Burdett.

The 1874 Annual Report contained long lists and publica-
tions of the many Departmental decisions and decisions of
the GLO concerning the public lands, mining claims, and
private land claims. The Annual Report was being used to
publish those decisions much in the same manner as the
Land Decisions (ILD’s) and Interior Decisions (ID’s) which
came later. This practice continued in the annual reports for
subsequent years.

The 1874 report also indicated that Charles F. Smith, Dep-
uty Surveyor, had nearly completed the rectangular surveys
of the Florida Keys. Smith had started that project in 1872
and apparently completed the work in 1876.

In a letter dated January 23, 1875, Andrew Porter, Petos-
key, Michigan, was advised that to subdivide fractional sec-
tion 6, T. 34 N., R. 5 W., Michigan, made fractional by Little
Traverse Bay, he should run the east-west centerline be-
tween quarter corners, and to run the north-south centerline
from the quarter corner of sections 6 and 7, north, “parallel
with the east boundary of the section, to the Bay.” This was
another step away from the due north doctrine.
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On February 17, 1875, a letter was sent to M. P. Brittain,
County Surveyor, Summit, Alabama, in response to his re-
quest regarding the proper method of subdividing sections.
The letter was practically verbatim the instructions issued as
a Circular on November 1, 1879, under the heading “Subdivi-
siont of Sections.” In response to similar inquiries during
ensuing years, the letter to Brittain was copied verbatim
until issuance of the 1879 Circular.

The Act of March 3, 1875, 18 Stat. 366, provided for the
closing of the Office of Surveyor General of Kansas. The office
at Lawrence, Kansas, was closed June 30, 1876, and the
records turned over to the State. Thus, in just 21 years (a
rapid rate) the State of Kansas had been surveyed. But,
already a large percentage of the corners were obliterated
and resurveys would be necessary.

In one of the numerous letters to Hiram W. Barney, Wone-
woc, Wisconsin (this one dated March 8, 1875), the “instruc-
tions” to Brittain on subdividing sections were extended to
include the “anomalous” or elongated sections in a township.
The quarter-quarter corners on the centerlines were to be
established at proportionate positions to suit “the calculation
of the areas expressed on the plats,” adopting mean lengths.

On April 12, 1875, C. W. Shoemaker, Surveyor in Water-
ville, Ohio, requested advice on establishing the west one-
sixteenth corner between sections 6 and 7, T. 7 N, R. 8 E,,
First Principal Meridian, Ohio. He had found the original
quarter corner, but the closing corner (double corners along
the range line) of sections 6 and 7 was off-line. Where would
the one-sixteenth corner be placed? Did the off-line closing
corner control or the true range line? Burdett advised him on
April 22 that the off-line closing corner controlled the pro-
portionate position of the west one-sixteenth corner (i.e., it
controlled the original measurement) but did not control the
direction of the range line. The true southwest corner of
section 6 would be at the true point of intersection of the lines.
As far as it can be determined, this principle has never been
abrogated by any opinions or decisions of the GLO and BLM,
nor by any known court decision.

In the Annual Instructions of April 14, 1875, the Surveyors
General were instructed to direct their deputies to build
mounds of earth and dig pits at all corners monumented with
stones. These instructions were later referred to as a circular.
The method is shown in the 1881 Manual (Diagram C, sheet
1; see Appendix).

On June 28, 1875, M. S. McCord, County Surveyor in
Nashville, Illinois, sent copies of “rules for the Subdivision of
Sections” which McCord said had been “issued by the Secre-
tary of State of Michigan, with the approval of the GLO.”
McCord asked if these rules were indeed in accordance with
the view of the GLO. Burdett replied on July 6, 1875, that the
rules were “in the main, correct,” but went on to give the
“following approved rules for the Subdivision of Sections and
the restoration of lost corners.” The rules that followed were
the complete Circular issued on November 1, 1879; it was
actually in effect nearly three and one-half years before the
formal issuance. It did, of course, propound the single propor-
tion north-south policy of restoring lost section corners,
which had been in effect since the early 1860’s, and would
remain so until 1882.

On July 7, 1875, James S. Miller, U.S. Sur