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..-... 
~and records can be an integral part of any genealogical research project. However, land records are often overlooked as 
a source. Many researchers are just happy to know where the home and/or farm were located. 

The following are some of the reasons land records should be checked: 

Provide information about an individual's death - date may be located with land transfer 
Find out about a divorce in the family and who the land belong to originally 
The source of division in the family because of the division ofland; it may explain some family 
relationships 
Give clues to financial condition of the owner, good or bad 
Learn how property was acquired and for what price and from whom 
To access property tax records, the legal description is needed most of the time 

Land Records in Wisconsin and/or Brown County 

Rectangular Survey System: Towns - Ranges and Sections (developed by Thomas Jefferson) 

Private Land Claim - earliest land records for French settlements can be found in Brown, Crawford, Outagamie 
and Columbia counties in Wisconsin (Also called the French Long Lot System, can be seen anywhere the French 
settled in North America. 

Military Reserve (Fort Howard Military Land) see map of the City of Fort Howard. 
Originally under the control of the Federal Government, this land system extends to Duck Creek in the Village of 
Howard. 

Williams Grant (An example ofland grants to an individual which are given the name of the receiver.) Eleazer 
Williams received this grant ofland from the Federal Government for assisting with the move of the Oneida 
Indians from New York State to Wisconsin. 

Land Claims {Indian, in this case)- Platted lots along Duck Creek in the Village of Hobart in Brown County, and 
the Town of Oneida in Outagamie County. The property claimed in this method and the claimants were members 
of the Oneida Indian Tribe. These lands are part of the original land of the Oneida Reservation. 

Metes & Bounds - This system is used in the eastern states, primarily in the 13 original colonies. 

Questions to ask before going to a Register of Deeds office. Call ahead, it will make your trip smoother. 

What type of indexes do you have? 

Grantor & Grantee Index? This is a buyer and seller index. 

Do I need to know the legal description of the property? Locate this information on a plat map or other detailed 
map prior to your trip, it will save time. Many Register of Deeds expect you to have this infonnation and will 
send you to another location/office for it. 

What are your hours and is there a limit on the amount of time allotted to an individual? Does the office close for 
the lunch hour? 

Where can I park? Are there parking meters, ramp, or free parking? Do I need coins for the meters/ramps? 
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MERIDIANS 

Meridians provide a means of measuring distances 
and locating positions on the earth's surface. This 
measurement technique has been in existence for 
almost two hundred years. Before any of the fed­
eral land districts in the United States were opened 
for land transactions, a survey was made of the 
area and meridians were established. (See figure 8-
1.) Every other process in the organization and 
distribution of federal lands depends upon the sur­
vey of the meridian. 

A meridia~ is an imaginary line running di­
rectly north and south, from pole to pole. East and 
west measurements within the meridian are then 
counted from this line. Placed twenty-four miles to 
the east and west of each meridian line are addi­
tional lines called guide meridians. To help com­
plete the meridian grid, there is a horizontal line 
that runs east and west, intersecting the meridian 
line at a right angle. This horizontal line is identi­
fied as the base line. It is the line from which north 
and south descriptions begin their measurements. 

Whenever a parcel of land is researched in 
search of an individual, the meridian for that loca­
tion must be identified. Once the meridian is known, 
any land description can be quickly and precisely 
located. 

Whenever the surveying of new lands from 
existing meridians became difficult or cumber­
some, or as geography demanded, a new meridian 
was created; however, new meridians were some-

Organization of 
Federal Lands 

times created before existing meridians reached 
their capacity. Jn other instances, acquisitions of 
new territory sometimes led to the creation of a 
new meridian. 

The curvature of the earth causes the meridian 
lines to converge on one another toward the poles 
(figure 8-2). As the meridian lines grow closer 
together, the sizes of tracts, townships and sections 
grow smaller. The more northerly townships and 
sections need to be realigned to compensate for 
this convergence factor. Correction lines have been 
created to help solve this problem, and sections 
that border the west side of a township contain 
lands that are not perfectly square. 

The meridian locations can be determined 
through the use of most commercial atlases. Rand 
McNalJ:Y's CommercialAtlas and Marketing Guide 
can be found in most libraries. It shows not only 
the names of the meridians, but also the townships 
and ranges discussed later in this chapter. This 
information is extremely useful when studying 
township plat maps and other records that are 
organized by meridian rather than land office or 
county. 

Only the federal-land states base their land or­
ganization system on meridians. Meridians have 
also been used in parts of Canada and Australia. 
Many meridians serve more than one state. The 
various meridians and the states which they com­
pletely or partially cover are shown in "Meridians 
Used Within Each State" on page 105. 



Alabama 

St. Stephens 
Huntsville 
Tallahassee 

Alaska 
Copper River 
Fairbanks 
Katee! River 
Seward 
Uniat 

Arizona 
Gila and SaltRiver 
Navajo 

Arkansas 
Fifth Principal 

California 
Hwnboldt 
MountDiablo 
San Bernardino 

Colorado 
New Mexico Principal 
Sixth Principal 
Ute 

Chapter 8: Organization of Federal Lands 105 

Meridians Used Within Each State 

Florida 
Tallahassee 

Idaho 
Boise 

Illinois 
Fourth Principa1 
Second Principal 
Third Principal 

Indiana 
First Principal 
Second Principal 

Iowa 
Fifth Principal 

Kansru; 

Sixth Principal 

Louisiana 
Louisiana 
St.Helena 

Michigan 
Michigan 

Minnesota Ohio 
Fourth Principal First Principal 
Fifth Principa1 Oklahoma 
Mississippi Cimarron 
Chickasaw Indian 
Choctaw Oret:.J(){l 
Huntsville Willamette 
St. Stephens 
Washington South Dakota 

Black Hills 
Missouri Fifth Principal 
Fifth Principal Sixth Principal 
Montana Utah 
Principal Salt Lake 
Nebraska Uintah 
Sixth Principal Washington 
Nevada Willamette 
Mount Diablo Wisconsin 
New Mexico Fourth Principal 
New Mexico Principal Wyoming 
North Dakota Sixth Principal 
Fifth Principal Wind River 

Figure 8-2. Square land measurements must take 
into account the varying widths of meridians on a 
sphere. 
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WISCONSIN Public Land Surveys 

Reproduced from, "Township Atlas of th.e United States". 
conpiled & edited by John L . Andriot, 1979. 

[ 716 ) 

WISCONSIN 

Included in the territory of the original 13 Stares and admitted into the Union 
May 29, 1848 (9 Stat. 233); original land records with the Department of Natural 
Resources at Madison . 

4th Principal Meridian (Extended) (1831) 



Public Land Survey Townships 
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ALPHABETICAL INDEX TO 
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Township Page 

ALLOUEZ ... . . .. .... . .... . ... 22 
ASHWAUBENON, Village of . .. . 19 
BELLEVUE .... . .. ........ . . . .. 23 
DE PERE . . .. . . ... .... . . . .. 22,23 
EATON .. .... ....... .. • . .. .. . 24 
GLENMORE . . ........ . . ... . .. 17 
GREEN BAY .. .... .... .... .... 31 
GREEN BAY, City of .. . .. ..... . 25 
HOBART .. . . . . . .. . .. . . . . . . 20,2i 
HOLLAND .. . ..... . . ..... . . . 9, 11 
HOWARD, Village of. .. .. ...... 29 
HUMBOLDT . .. ............ . .. 27 
LAWRENCE .. . .... .... .. . .. .. 15 
MORRISON . ... .. . .. . ........ 13 
NEW DENMARK ... ...... .. . .. 18 
PIITSFIELD .. .... .... . . . .. . . . . 32 
ROCKLAND .. .. . ..... ... ..... 16 
scon .... .. .. ... ...... . ... . 30 
SUAMICO .............. . .... 33 
WRIGHTSTOWN . . . ........ . 9, 11 

Copyright 7 983 
ROCKFORD MAP PUBLISHERS, Inc. 

INTERSTAiE 
EXPRESSWAY .... 

See Page 74 

LEGEND FOR TOWNSHIP MAPS 
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23 
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22 
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FEDERAL . 

~;~~WAY . .. . . .... o==== CEMETERY ...... .. .. .. . .... ., .. . , ., ., .CEJ 

HIGHWAY . .. .. . .. ... ~ 
COUNTY· STAlE AID ~ 
HIGHWAY • .. . .. .• . . ... ==CJ=== 
DIVI DED 

HIGHWAY. .. .. .... . -======= 
PAVED 

ROAD .... ..... .,, ..... ------
BITUMINOUS 
ROAD .. . . . .. . . ..... . . ,_-=::::::m- -===-
GRAVtl ROAD .... .. . . .=--= =--== 
OTHER ROAOS ..... , 

TRAIL . ·· ··====== 
HIKINGlRAlt .. .... . ... - - - - _ 

RAILROAD .. .. .. .... ·-+-+--l--+-
~H . . . . . .. . ... ... ~-~--

lAL , ········-··· ···- -<--<--
u:Vft .... . .. ....... . .... __..___..__.....__..._ 

fARMSTEAO OR OWEU!NG..... . .. .. • , .. ...... • 
GROUP OF eUllDINGS ....... ........ . .... , -

RURAL&USINESSBUILOING ............... L 

FIRE TOW ER .. .... . .... . .. . ., ...... .. .... .. A 

~i'[vO~~'i;"~egE . .. . .. 4~5'1'.;.:'f,;it;lil',il 
CORPORATE 
UMIT UNE. • • . • • • • • • • •• • :i:~!:; :ir. ,!: T !:'":!' 'Ii ' 

~~N5~~~~~ED . . . . . . . ... . ~2}J 
SUBOIVlSIO NS OR AREAS 
Of SMALL TRACTS ..... .... . . .. ... .f ::.::::::· 1 

CIVIL TOWNSHIP 
80UNOARY ' . ' . . • .. • • • • ' . ... •·' 'f!TS ' I 
PARK . . ... ........ ..... . .. ..:J JUIG~ 
GAME REfUGE. FOREST. 
WILDLIFE AREA . . • . •... .•• . . ·'«-·*'>'$11" 

.. t'Tu X .. MEANS .. ANO WIFE" 
··ervlR" MEANS " ANO HUSBAND" 
" ETAL .. M EA NS " AND OTHERS" 
"{l.C.)" MfANS " LAND CONT~ACT" 
"(l E. )" M EANS " llfE ESTATE" 
" (l u. )" MEANS "LIFE use .. 
SCALE: I y, INCH EQUALS l MILE 

I HOOK ME.ANS SAME 
OWNER fOR BOTH 
PARCELS. 

.. ... ~:.~~) 1 ..... , ... _ .................... .. 

FU9E. R.20E. 

I 
1 SCOTT 
I 
I 
I P ,30 ·p,31 

-00000000o000 0 0 0 ~000000 0 000000 0 • •l •0H0000·00 000 

NEW DENMARK 

P.18 
R.22E.. 

MORRISON 

P.13 
~.21 6. 

GENERAL INFORMATION 
NOTICE: This book is published as a guide to lhe communily. All 
doro herein was golhered from the Official Public Records at the 
Courthouse and elsewhere. Due to continual soles and Transfers 
of properly ii Is impossible to guorontee 100% accuracy. The con­
tents of this book ore not intended for any legal use in soles, 
trodes or transfers of land. 

The Index Mop above shows the various townsh ips in the county 
os they are located geographically. Numerals on each township 
indicate the page number tho! particular mop will appear in 
detail. 

Turn to the INDEX TO OWNERS in the bock of the book. The Index 
to Owners shows alphobericolly, every land owner in the county 
whose name appears on the· township mops. To find a land 
owner, look up his name ln the alphabetical index, which will 
show the section and page number of his land. '"" 

Name Sec.-Pg. 
BEARD, FRED . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9 25 

3 
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IMPORT ANT FACTS ABOUT LAND DESCRIPTIONS 
TOWNSHIP SURVEY INFORMATION 

RANG£ NUMBERS 
NORrlf DIAGRAM SHOWING HOW SECTIONS ARE 

NUMBERED IN A TOWNSHI P 
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A CONGRESSIONAL TOWNSHIP 
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FIGURE 6 
TOWNSHIPS 

1 hcoretically. Ol IOWfl~tup iS i1 ~QUilC lt.)CI ol '.:and wllh .S11J~ Of 5.tX 1n1lei Corcb, ;,nd 
conU1inin9 36 sect lo"~ ot IJ(td, Attu;,tty lhlJ, f\ not tlw '.:Se. Year\ .igo. -when the-ou91:1al 
)Urv1:,y of lhi:. ~t.>tc W<)s ml.de by the ¢Ytrn~nt C1l9fO-CefS. they kne---.-1 !h.lt t1 was impos· 
\ ib le to k•cp o true nott!I •M >Outh d f!<tflQn of lc•wnshio line>, ond j ljli k4cP 9ottin9 
township •QQMOS ol 36 ~~u4te mllc;. f« !hoy •urvoy~d 1~w~1·<1 Ill• north po lo. !hoy were 
c•~•iantly 1110011•~ oui or lot•d. IJ<c.iu\l! :ho lownsh•i• f ncs wore co1,.ei9in9 low~rd t l>o 
oollh fl-OI•. 
If y01J w it! turn to one of tht 1ownship m.lp~ 1n lnii plat book~ you will nottc.ci that on 
the north •nd Of'I the: wt>Sl ot t:tch townstuo. lhtre Jfe d1vu1oru of l~nd ,<thich sho''' odd 
aCJeages. In some townShtPS. lhftSe odd .!'cteagc~ 4ltc C.llled 9ovt'f1>m~n1 lolt (oec-:u.s~ t ney 
were given a lot number), Md •I other t tmt> •e ll l j, FRACTIOf'lAL FORTIES Of! 
EIGHTI ES. It w~s at lilt oj>Oon o f the orlg1rrol guv.-rnrnont • 11rveyQr$ '" to wliclher 
they would c;ill the5.e odd .:u:re.lCJM 90v~romCnt lo lS: o' tna<tioncil fo1·hc.5 11nd c'iglitles~ 
The reason for the5e odd acret19c.s i.s th<lt the go1,1emme11t surveyors adjvslcd lor shortages 
o f la11d whkh developed as thry w.?llt noJ lh. by making fr.ac~ional fofliCi, eight ies or 
g0vernmet1t lots out of the land on the ~st stdt of c\ township, and the SJme for the land 
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FIGURE 7 
on the north· sida of a township to keep cast and west lines tunning parallel In other 
words it wZ:.s impossible to fit full squa res into a cirC:a. 
TOWl\Shlt» somet1noos vary 1n sltr. lrorn lh o ro9ulo1ly laid-out township. (soc figure 6). 
Supno10 ll>a l U1e dolled h n• in ll9l1t• G is 6 tivc1 l<lf'>~toting two counties. The lond north 
'3r'ld wen of thn rtv&H could l\o., 1own!thip in ono county, the land $Ovth and e0>~t coutd be 
a lOwruhip ifll another t .oun\y. Whtc•\ e..ver· cot.inly the land is in, it still retains the same 
)ilCttOn, town~fp and rtng~· numbef.S: for purpose~ or tand de~criptions, 

Each township has a township number a-od also a ran~ number (sometimes mo1e th an 
one of each if the 1ownship is oversized. ot a combination of mo;e than ortc township 
and range). 
Govornmeo\ su1'vcy'in9 ot lt~\·,·nsh1p~ 1~ run frorn ll~tling l ine~ C\rJh::I bil.s.e JinO"S ¥1d pr'in­
.ct,wl m'>-ridlattS. Each town~hip hus a to·~Jl-Ship nurnbcr. This number i1 th~ numhiu of 
rows 0 1 ll•rs of 1o wnsh1pr !hot • lownsh(p Is either nort h o r -.Guth ot tho bas~ llM. 
Al~ tach \Owl'\Shfp has J: un4'jC nL.tmbtt. 1'his nun\bC:r js l~ /\Urtlher of rows o_r tiers.of 
to,vnstups thal • township is eith~u eMl or ~st o f the p.rincfJ)..)S mt:idian (S~ fl;urtr 1 
EVERY OESCAIPTION OF LAND Sl-IOULO SHOW THE. SECTION. TOWNSHIP Af, 
RANGE IT JS LOCATED IN. 

TOWNSHIPS MAY BE EITHER NORTH OR SOUTH OF THE BASE LINE. 
RANGES MAY BE EITHER EAST OR WEST OF THE PRINCIPAL MERIDIAN. 

METES AND BOUNDS DESCRIPTIONS 
AND EXPLANATION OF DIRECTION IN TERMS OF DEGREES 

WHAT IS A METES ANO SOUNDS DESCRIPTJCN1 Ills • dcscr lp\lon o l •tract of 101>~ 
by s.tarting at a given poin\, 1unnln9 so mnny fctl a: ccrni{' cihcctuio, so matiy fGG1 
•noth•r dir•cl ion etc .• back to lh~ paint o l beginn\119. EXAMPLE' In lr9ure I riotlco the 
smoll tract of lond outlined. Thu lollowlng woul<I b" ~ typical tnat•~ 011d bounds doscrlp· 
l ion of th•I tr.,ct o! land . .. 8c91if •I lht c&nie r o l the 1~t1lon , IMn cc north 660 feet. 
!hence • •st 660 !eel, thence >out!i 660 fool. Chi!ncc wost 660 leot, b4<k 10 the point ol 
beginning, and containing JO .)C'f'Cf, ncm9 :i S).)rt of Sec.. No. etc.·· 

The ~rn:'lll ti act oi land JUSt h.,cated by the iib{Jv& metes. ~nd bounds des.crip\ion Gould also 
bo desctibed JS the SWV• SW'I• NEl/. o t Che sec: ion. In most <:<iSel. t he o>mo tract ol lond 
rnay be dctSctlbed in d ifferent way.s. The rectangu lotr 5,VSll!m of desctibiog and 1ocoting 
h1f)i! "" 1'.t\o ... ·1n in figures 2. 3, 4 and S is the most' simple and a lmost always used when 
po.s~ibl CL 

IMPORTANT: Tt:> tocato J t1acl o f land from a metes and bounds de3.c.ript!on, StMl hom 
the point ol beginning, and follow it out fd<, not read it backwc:rds .:i ~ in the case o f a 
1ec1.\ngu!ar d1:~c1iption) . 

A citcle confJins 360 degt~. E.xplcl:not1on: 1: you suit at the ~•nter of a circle aricl run 
360 ~traight fines an equal ang1e ilpart to the edge of the circfe. so as to divide the circle 
imo 360 equal parts. THE DI FFERENCE OF D IRECTION BETWEEN EACH LINE IS 
ONE DEGREE. 
In land dcseriptions. dt,9r9e readings are not a mo.asure or distance. They are comhined 
with eithet North or South, to show the direction a line runs hom a given point, 

HOW TO READ DESCRIPTIONS WHICH SHOW 
DIRECTIONS IN TERMS OF DEGREES 

Jn figure 8, the nor1h-sovth l ino, and thie CA\t•wes-1 Urie d1vidc the c irc le into 4 equal parts. 
which means that each pa.rt cont~ ins SO degrees 'olI .shO\\tn. Several different direction lines 
nre shown in this diagr;,m, with the nUmbat' or dtl!JtN~ -eAch v!J1.ics cas:l or wP.st from the 
north and south stat ting poi1\ts (re~mbar a93fn that \>II dc1c1J1Jtions read from the north 
01 south). 
We a ll know what n o rth.west is. It is a direction which Is h alf-way botwcan Nor-th and 
\'Vest. tn terms of degrees. the direction north.we:st would read. north 45 dcg1ccs west. (Sec 
fi9ure8). 

EXAMPLE OF A LAND DESCRIPTION IN TERMS OF DEGREES 

Al this time, study figure 8 lor a minute or hvo. 
In rigure 8, nottce me- ~maH flilCL Tht following metes and bound de~ription will loc.ote 
t his small lr~(I. "B•gin •I lh t 1Jeginn•1>g point, thence N 2D degrees wt$! - 200 fttl. 
lt••nce N 75 dogree.s oasl - 1320 feot. thOflCe S 30 dcgret> east - 240 feet. thane• S 45 
d•g1c~s wl$t - 420 Ice\. theuc<i we;.t -900 l••t back to the point of beginning, cont•in· 
ing so m3ny act'es, ett.. 

Also see page 7 

NORTH 

SOUTH 

FIGURE 8 
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IMPORT ANT FACTS ABOUT LAND DESCRIPTIONS 
LAND MEASUREMENTS, TOWNSHIPS, SECTIONS, 
MEANDERED WATER, GOVERNMENT LOTS, ETC. 

WHAT IS A LAND DESCRIPTION? 
ibtfs01 f~~1i'\l~i~~-N IS A OESCRIPT ION OF A TRACT OF LAND IN LEGAL LY ACCEP TABLE TE RMS, SO AS TO SHOW EXACTLY WHER E IT IS LOCATED AND HOW MANY 

TABLE OF LAND MEASUREMENTS 
LINEAR MEASURE SQ UARE MEASURE 

1 ;.c:n . .••••••••••.•••. •••••. oaJ.J 1001 

7. 92 ln<hn • • • • • • • • • • • • • • .. · • • • -1 I ink 
12 ind\es ·····-········---· ··-· 1 foot 
1 vcro • ••••• ••··· · ········ · -3J inche$ 
:z;{ feet ••• • ••••• • •••••••••••• • 1 VOfO 

3 feet·---···· · .... ·· · · · · •····· I y<lfd 

16" 1 .. , ··· · ····· · · ···· ··· · · · · · I •od 
51> yards · · · · · · ·. • · · · • • • · · · · • · · · I •od 
4 rods ........ ... .. . ....... .... 100 Hnk> 
66 feel·············· · ········ 1 chain 
80 chain• • • J. •• • • • •• • • • • • •• • •• 1 mil~ 
320<Q<!:·•· ····•·•••••••••••• • •l mi le 

l t.4 ~q. in. · · · ···- · - · ·--·----- 1 sq. lt. 
9 •q. It. · • .. • • .. · · · · · •· · ·. • • I sq. yd. 
30Y> sq. yd~············ ····· 1 sq. tod 
16 sq. 1ods • • • • • • • · • • • • • • • 1 sq. chain 
l sq. 1od • • • • - • • • • • • • • • • • • 272!'4 sq. ft, 
1 Sft. chain••• • ·· •• •···· •· 4356 sq. ft . 
lOsq. dtoin; --· · ··· · · ····· -·· I c::r~ 
160 sq. 1odt- ···· · · · · ·· ···· · ·· · ' GCIC 
~040 sq. yds · ·· · · • • · · · • · • · · • • · · l acre 

43560 >q. ft . • . • ••• . ••• .• • . ••••• 1 o~rr 
640 OCHS ··· ··-·---------- -1 sq. milt 
1 sq. mil e ······· -- - ··--- - -1 s -:ctio .... 

25 li"h '·· •.•• ••.•..•..•. • •• 161> 1 •• 1 

25 lin:ics • ••••• • • • • ••• • • •• • • • ••• • 1 rod 
9000 links -- ----······-··--- - --1 mite 
5280 feel···· · · · ···· · ······ ·· · · I mllo 
1760 y0<d• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ······ · I mi lo 

36 s q. rnllu ·· ········· - · -- l townshi;i 
6 t:niles sq.· ··· · ···· · -··- -- 1 !own:;hip 
208 fr . 8 in sq.- -------·-·· ·· ---) ccre 
80 roch sq,·· · · ••• · -······-- 40 ocr~s 
160 rods \Q, • - • • • • • • •• • • • • • • 160 oc.res 

100 linlt s- - - - - - ················ 1 c:i1ain 

In non-rectangular land desct ipuons, d is tance 's usually described in term~ of eit her 
f~et o r cods {this is cspt!'cially tt ue in surveying today). and square measure in terms of 
acr~. Suc.h d escriptions afe called Metes and Bounds descriptions- and will be c><pfaincd 
in d12tail l2ter. 

In rcctJngular land dc~cripltons. square mEeasure is again in terms of actes, ~nd the lo-::~­
tiun o f tht: land in such ti:rrns as Nit: (norlh one-hart). SE1h hOuth f:ast one·fc t th or 
Quarter). elc. J~ shOwf\ in Figure~ 2. 3. ·1 and 5 . 

MEANDERED WATER & GOVERNMENT LOTS 
- - - - - - - - - -1 

I I 

A mecndered lake or st ream is water, next to which the ad· 
joinin9 land owner p3ys laxes on the lcind o nly. Such hmd is 
d ivided 1nto d ivisions of land called governrntnt lots . The lo­
cation, acreage ar1d lot number of each such a tract o f tond, 
was determined . surve-ycd and platted by t he o riginal govern~ 
ment ~urveyors. 

HOW CAN YOU TELL WHETHER WA T[R IS MEAN· 
Q[Rf:O OR PRIVATELY OWNED? 

I 
38 6$ A j SJ N ,-i I ' '°' FT 

SW-<:.L " 
TRACT'~ 

The o dginal survey of your county (complete map$> of each 
town s.hip, meandered fakes, government ln h, etc.) is in your 
courthouse. J:r.d this original su1vay 1s the basis fo r all IMld 
descrlption s in your county (Sec figure l ). 

IMPORTAN T 
THE GOVERNMENT LOT NUMBER GIVEN TO A PIECE 
OF LANO. IS THE LEGAL DESCRIPTION OF THAT 
TRACT OF LANO. 

On our 1own'Sh 1p m.Jps, if you find government lots .1djoinin9 
l! body of v.•atet or s lream. those w3ters arc meandered. If 
there ate no govcrnmtn t lots Surroundin9 water. that water 
i5> p ri vately o ·wned . the owner is pJying taxes on the rand 
under lhe water. and lhc owner controh the hunting, fishing. 
trJpping tigh ts. etc .. on th.Jt water, within the regulahons of 
the Stale and Federal law\, EXCEPT where such water is 
deemed n~vigable, o thN rulings m.>y sometime?\ per t;un . 

As a 9oncra1ity (bu t no t alwi1ys). meandered w3tct •~public. 
f'latcr which t he public m;)y use tor recreational purposes, 
fishing, hunting, t rapping. e.tc: .. provided th:tt t here is legc>I 
acccs~ to tho water. o r in o thC!r words, if the pubhc can get to 
such w;)t<:rs without trcspassin9 T here s.Hll is much litigation 
concctniug the same to be decided by the court.s. 

J 
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FIGURE 1 

SAMPLE SECTIONS SHOWING RECTANGULAR LAND DESCRIPTIONS, 
ACREAGES AND DISTANCES 

llORTH 
160 oos LE ~u ><VD> 1320 ~Et T 

NW!4NWX NE XNW Y. 

NW% NE X 
160 ACRES 160 ACRES 

40 40 

!4 MILE 

SW XNW !4 SE ~~NW~ 
40 40 ,_ 

"' aeo rvs. 2640 < 
UJ 

SW H SEX 

~W ~SW~ 
40 

NE\OW% 
40 

160 ACRES 160 ACRES 

4'1() TV>. iOCHAfNS 

NW X NE !.\ NE \I NE !4 
40 .10 

SW% NE% SE% NE% 
40 40 

NW!tf SE !i 
40 

t~E X SE X 
•10 

1 MILE· J ROOS · S2SO FEET · Qi;t.INS 

N}I 
320 

N )': N J7 SW ~'. W y, e·l': tUiN~IS£~ 
40 NW.lilNW % 

,__S_lS_I_~ _lS_S_W_'_ll _ _, SE Ii SE %1-s-)\_ll_E_\;-se-·u-I 
40 20 '.!0 )0 

'll lS E lS 
N'I{% NWX 

so ao 

N)HWll 
80 

Cl'> 
3;>() 

Hl\SW!!SW~ 

'° "" ~ ~~ . ~~~ SW ,{, ··-.... ---·--·, 

~o AINS 4000 IN 

SW X SWX SEX SW X SW% SE !4 SE' X SE X 
40 40 40 40 hlSo\J $lt' t~ SE i~ 

mi ~g l~ ~ - -·---· · i 
SOU H 

FIGURE 2 FIGURE 3 
L..=~mm:t::tt ~m~ 10 

FIGURE 5 

THE BEST WAY TO READ LAND DESCRIPTIONS IS FROM THE REAR OR B ACKWARDS. 

Oe:scnptio 1)i o f land atways read F l RS'r from eithct t he North or tho South In fi9tHO$ 
2. 3. 4 and 5. not ice that they a ll st~rt wit h N (M rth). S (sou th ), such•~ NW, SE. etc 
They are never WN (wes t f\Orth) , ES (east so1.:lh) elc. 
IMPO RTANT: 11 Is comparatively sim ple fof onyone t Q ur:·dorsHH'IO ... c1esc(ipt101,, th" I 
is, dl?termine where a t rbcl o f hmd is locat ed . f t On\ even :J ton9 \foscript ion. Th" 
SE.CRET 1s t o read or ~ tulyze the description from 1he re:Jr o r backwMds 

EXAMPLE: Under tigure 4, t he firsl (JO}Cl'iptioo reads E1/z, SE1/•. SWI/•. SWI/; The last 
polrt o f the descri ption Jeads SWY-. which means t hat the t ract of la r.<l we are tocking 
-fo 1 is sorncwhcce in that quatler {as shown In figu re 2). Ne >et bo;ick w& find SW1h, which 
meu1s. the tr3Cl we \llO affer is somewhere in the S'."11/• SWJ/t (.:Ss shown in Figure 3). 
Next back, we rind t he SEVA, which meJOS th.lt th e !ta ct is in t he SEV .. sw11. SV/lt.. (J!. 

>hown in figure 5). Nex:l bt1c:k and o ur la~t pJrt to took u p, is the EYi o f the above, 
which i~ the lo ca tion of t he 1ract described by the whole description (as she wn in 
figure 4) 

TO INTERPRET A LAND DESCRIPTION - LOCATE THE AREA ON YOUR TOWNSHIP PLAT, 
THEN ANALYZE THE DESCRIPTION & F OLLOW IT ON THE PLAT MAP. 

' ' : 
"' 

cont'lnucd on page 36 
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Private Land Claims 
There was a special type of federal land grant called the private 
land claim, wherein the American government recognized as 
valid certain land grants made by the earlier French, Spanish, 
and British governments in areas acquired by the United States 
after the American Revolution. These areas were the Old North­
west north of the Ohio River, the Gulf states from Florida to 
Louisiana, the tier of states on the west bank of the Missis­
sippi, and the Spanish Southwest from New Mexico to Cali­
fornia but not including Texas. 

Sometimes the foreign legal titles were quite old and me­
ticulously documented; often they were vague claims without 
clear bounds. Near villages it was common to find communal 
fields divided into long, individually owned arable strips sur­
rounded by a communally maintained fence. Also characteris­
tic, though not universal, were the "long lots"-narrow, ad­
joining tracts, each a few hundred feet wide, along a road or 

river and each running far back into the woods or prairie­
sometimes a mile or more. The French and Spanish authorities 
also made larger grants, such as the square leagues common in 
Texas and the rancheros in Califomfa. Barring the usual losses, 
the Spanish and French admirtistrations usually kept adequate 
records, and land titles were recorded and preserved. The Texas 
General Land Office today has a series of sixty-nine volumes 
of Spanish and Mexican records. (See chapter 16 for a discus­
sion of Hispanic records.) The Spanish land system is discussed 
in detail for Texas, New Mexico (with Colorado), Arizona, and 
California in Henry Putney Beers, Spanish & Mexican Records 
of theAmerican Southwest: A Bibliographical Guide to Archive 
and Manuscript Sources (Tucson: University of Arizona Press 
and the Tucson Corral of the Westerners, 1979), 44-60, 141-
56, 247~8. 328-39. 

When the U.S. government assumed control of areas con­
taining Spanish and French grants, it had to create private land 
claims commissions to separate the authentic and legal titles 
from the fraudulent and dubious. (It is said that nine hundred 
Kaskaskia, Illinois, claims were perjured.14

) By international 
law, the new government was obliged to recognize the valid 
property titles of the previous regime. 

The private land claims ruled valid by the claims commis­
sions of the U.S. stale and federal courts are first-title deeds 
surveyed outside the regular federal system of townships nnd 
ranges. For example, on figure 8-7, a survey of Vincennes, In­
diana, the federal survey lines stop at the irregular lots and tracts 
of the private land claims of the old French outpost called 
Vincennes Common. Even today, the legal titles run back to 
the confirmed first-title patents of the VUlcennes private claims 
validated by the governor of the North west Territory, as dire~led 
by a Congressional resolution of 1788. The legal description 
of this land is not in tenns of sections, townships, and mngcs, 
but in terms of the lot numbers the governor assigned to the 
validated and surveyed private land claims at Vincennes. The 
general system of private land claims, however, did not always 
run smoothly. Some perfectly good pre-American titles were 
not presented to claims commissions, engendering litigation 
much later. 

"Private land claims" can also refer lo the claims directly 
presented to Congress for private relief. These papers could be 
in different archives, depending on the administrative route 
taken. Claims to 1837 are recorded in U.S. Congress, The Ameri­
can State Papers, Class VIII, Public Lands and The American 
State Papers, Class IX, Claims (Washington, D.C.: Gales and 
Seaton, 1832~1. Reprint. Greenville, S.C.: Southern Histori­
cal Press), and are indexed in Phillip W. McMullin, Grassroots 
of America (Reprint. Greenville, S.C.: Southern Historical Press, 

1994). The National Archives has congressional records, ease 
files, and plat maps of private claims. According to the Guide 
to Genealogical Research in the National Archives: 

Originals of the committee reports to Congress on 
private land claims are among Records of the U.S. 
Senate, Record Group 46, and Records of the U.S. 
House of Representatives, Record Group 233. They are 
filed by Congress, thereunder by name of committee, 
and thereunder chronologically. 

Committee reports on individual land claims 
considered from 182610 1876 by the two congres­
sional committees on private land claims are collected 
and published in Reports of the Committees on Private 
Land Claims of the Senate and House of Representa­
tives, 2 vols. (45th Cong., 3d sess. Misc. Doc. 81, 
serial 1836). Each volume is indexed by name of 
claimant or subject, but many names are omitted. 
There is also an "Index to Reports of Committee on 
Private Land Claims, House of Representatives" on 
pages 5-20 of House Index to Committee Reports by 
T.H. McKee (Yl.3:C73/2). The Congressional Serial 
Set provides digested summaries and alphabetical lists 
of private claims presented to the U.S. Congress from 
the !st to 51st Congress (1789-1891).15 

Table 25 in the Guide shows which congressional docu­
ments list private claims brought before Congress. Major uni­
versity libraries and"other large research libraries are usually 
repositories for such government publications, and many of 
the early publications have been microfilmed. 

Private land claims arc also found in various court records, 
because disapproved claims could be taken to court In fact, 
Congress, in abolishing particular claims commissions, rou­
tinely authorized the holders of unsettled claims to prosecute 
their cases through the courts. 

For further reading, sec Paul W. Gates, History of Public 
Land Law Develbpment (Washington, D.C.: Public Land Law 
Review Com.mission, 1968), 87-119; his "Private Land Claims 
in the South," Journal of Southern Hisrory 22 (1956): 183-
204; Louis Pelzer, ''The Private Land Claims of .the Old North­
wesl Territory," Iowa Journal of History and Politics 12 (1914): 
363-93; T.P. Martin, "The Confirmation of French and Span­
ish Land Titles in the Louisiana Purchase" (M.A. thesis, Uni­
versity of California, Berkeley, 1914); Lemont K. Richardson, 
"Private Land Claims in Missouri," Missouri Historical Review 
50 (1955-56): 132-44, 271-S6, 387-99; ClarkS. Knowlton, ed., 
"Spanish and Mexican Land Grants in the Southwest: A Sympo­
sium," Social Science Journal 13 (October 1976): 1-63. 
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LAWRENCE 

9 

R .19 - 20 E1
.
5 

L.AWRENCE 

The subdivision of Williams Grant 

created 140 lots, most of which 

are 40 acres in size. Similar in look 

to Private Claims these lots can stil I 

be seen visually when traveling \ .n1 

Highway 41. 



Reproduced from, 8 
20 HOBART 

T. 24N.-R.19-20E. 

The irregular parcels found 

along Duck Creek are land 

clai1ns with lots platted for 

Oneida Indian land. 
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246 The Source 

Figure 8-1. How to draw a plat map in indiscriminate metes and bounds. 

Drawing Plat Maps 
To plat a tract using metes and bounds bearings, you need 

only an ordinary protractor, pencil, scissors, and lined paper 
to provide constant east-west lines to orient the protractor. 

The degrees begin at the first direction-cardinal point: north, 
south, east, west-and move toward the second given direc­
tion. Thus N 53 ° Eis 53 ° east of north . 1f, as is occasionally 
done, the bounds read E 53° N, this is 53° north of east. 
N 53° EandE53°Nare notthesame;N53°EandE37° N 
are. 

For distance, which is measured in 16112- foot lengths called 
poles/rods/perches (synonymous terms), a homemade scale can 
be made of 320 parts to the mile (320 poles X 161/z feet = 5280 
feet). To make such a scale, cut a narrow strip of paper perhaps 
a quarter-inch wide to the length you want one mile to equal. 
Double, redouble, and redouble again. 

Scale 1:24,000 

0 80 160 

Isaac LeRue 
N8.3W266 

240 

396 
acres 

320 

Folding three times creates a strip divided into eight parts 
each 40 poles Jong. Then visually divide each 40 poles into four 
parts, thus creating a scale of ten poles to each mark. The U.S. 
Geological Survey's 1:24,000 topographic maps are a very good 
scale for drawing plats because small tracts such as thirty and 
forty acres come out at a good working size, not so tiny that 
they easily get lost. To fix exactly on the topographic map where 
a tract Jay, it is usually necessary to bring together enough ad­
joining tracts to create sufficient known points on a creek so 
the whole series can be adjusted to match llie bends of the creeks 
and rivers . 

To order topographic maps, request the appropriate state 
index to maps from Branch of Distribution, USGS, 120.0 South 
Eads Street, Arlington, VA 22202. 

266 "' ...... 
acres (i 

!;! 

S84E157 
G. Alexander 

Samuel LeRue 
Platted tracts such as these may not 
close precisely; there may be a small 
gap or overrun where the fmal line 
re turns to the beginning, and the 
separate tracts may not join together 
exactly . These minor errors will be 
close enough for the genealogist's 
purpose . 

S80E130 

George Johnston 


