
The Rectangular Surveys in the Minnesota Territory 1847-1858 (revisited) 

Rectangular Land Surveys in Territorial Minnesota 1847-1858

Will the story ever end? 





An Internal Dialog(ue) 

Thoughts on organizing a book describing how the rectangular land surveys spread across only a small portion 
of the United States – Minnesota – in a very short period of time – 1847-1858

• To connect the various spatial scales that have occupied my attention
• Provide an overview of the public land surveys in Minnesota 1847-1858
• Give the surveys in Minnesota an appropriate context 



An Internal Dialog(ue) 

Detail necessary to describe and explain the rectangular land surveying process to my primary audience – land 
surveyors of Minnesota – of limited geographical applicability 



An Internal Dialog(ue) 

Detail necessary to describe and explain the rectangular land surveying process to my primary audience – land 
surveyors of Minnesota – of limited geographical applicability 

Generalizations to provide an overview of the surveying effort throughout the United States 1785-1925 to non-
surveyors 

• many of whom take the surveying efforts for granted 
• many of whom are only interested in the outcomes of the surveys

Some of which should be useful to the professional surveyor



The rectangular public land survey net is 
one of the most visible yet least 
understood cultural landscape feature 
in the United States





The Rectangular Land Surveys

Transformed "formless wilderness into a remarkable 
national geometry of squares and rectangles”

Imposed a particular spatial frame of reference on 
virtually all human activities in the United States – it 
formed part of a democratizing effort (Linklater, 
Measuring America)



How did the rectangular land survey lines spread? 

• Throughout the United States 1796-1910
• In Minnesota 1847-1908

What geographies can be constructed?

When the survey lines spread west of the St Croix River 
– the Wisconsin Territory at the time – the surveying 
process had been in operation for 50 years



The Rectangular Land Surveys (in Minnesota)

Their cadastral importance

Created legal descriptions – place from space – in the 
Minnesota Territory

• established boundaries of a parcel of land to be 
privatized

• established the location of a parcel of land to be 
privatized 

• both of which are depicted on the township plat

Enabled the United States government to privatize 
landownership



The Rectangular Land Surveys (in Minnesota)

A key to the privatization of the lands over which the 
United States acquired jurisdiction

• Indigenous peoples cessions
• Land system – surveys and conveying titles
• Territorial & state government 

A key to a new geography based on private land 
ownership 



The Rectangular Land Surveys (in Minnesota)

Established boundaries of a parcel of land to be privatized

• township lines run first followed by subdivision lines – different  
contracts

• lines generally run in one mile segments beginning and ending 
in a monument set in the ground – township, section 

• additional monument set between section corners – ¼ section 
• witness corners, meander corners set where appropriate 
• lines protracted between all monuments 

A relative locational system

Township

Section



• lines protracted between all monuments 



“The sequence in which the line segments were run and the corners established by individual deputies, each 
operating under instructions contained in their contracts, is a neglected feature of the historical geography of 
the rectangular land surveys in Minnesota.  

Anyone interested in the lines and corners in an area, or even a particular line segment or corner, should be 
aware of the sequence in which the lines were run and the corners monumented.” 

The Public Land Survey Lines in Carver County; Township Exteriors 19

Each line segment initiated a new geography

http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.mnsurveyor.com/resource/resmgr/Files/MSPS-FallMagazine-2014.pdf


Location of a parcel of land to be privatized 

• a principal meridian – north-south 
• an intersecting east-west baseline
• an initial point



A Spatial Framework

Two characteristics allowed the surveys to be carried in widely separated localities while ensuring the lines 
would form a national geometric net

1. A technical element – a locational system, independent of the other details of the rectangular net that 
provided basic surveying and locational control – established when necessary



A Relative Locational System

Throughout the United States;

Each initial point – intersection of a Principal Meridian 
and its Baseline – somewhat arbitrary



Characteristics of all Principal Meridians and Baselines

The Principal Meridian and its associated Baseline were 
independent of other such lines

Where did the lines start and finish?
What direction was each run?
When was each run? 
How was each run? 
Where did they intersect? 
What area did they control? 
Where did the lines using particular P.M. and B.L. close?



"the distribution of principal meridians and baselines in 
the United States reflects no system but is the result of 
historical and geographical forces, such as settlement 
before the survey(s), westward migration along certain 
routes, and the cession of Indian lands”



A Spatial Framework

Two characteristics allowed the surveys to be carried in widely separated localities while ensuring the lines 
would form a national geometric net

2. An administrative system comprising statutorily defined surveying districts and Presidentially appointed 
surveyors general – established when necessary

• Considerable independence from each other  
• Annual appropriations from Congress
• Funds apportioned by the Commissioner of the General Land Office to each surveyor general, along with 

“annual instructions”



A Spatial Framework

Atlantic Surveys 1785-1851



A Spatial Framework

Pacific Surveys 1851-1925



Minnesota only state to show characteristics of 
Atlantic and Pacific surveys



A Spatial Framework

North Atlantic 

Surveyor General of the Northwest (1796-1857)
Surveyor General of Illinois and Missouri (1803-1863) 
Surveyor General of Arkansas (1832-1859)
Surveyor General of Wisconsin and Iowa (1838-1866)
Surveyor General of Minnesota (1857-1908)



North Atlantic Surveys 
Related administratively through the Office Surveyor General of the Northwest

1796

1816

1832

1838

1857

Ohio
Indiana
Michigan 

Illinois & Missouri

Arkansas

Wisconsin & Iowa

Minnesota



A Spatial Framework

South Atlantic

Surveyor Lands South of the State of Tennessee (1803-1849)
Surveyor General of Alabama (1817-1849) 
Surveyor General of Florida (1824-1908) 
Surveyor General of Louisiana (1831-1909)



A Temporal Framework

Period A. Surveys under the administration of the Secretary of the Treasury

1785-1796. Early efforts under the provisions of the Land Ordinance
1796-1812. Surveyor General and contracted deputies



A Temporal Framework

Period A. Surveys under the administration of the Secretary of the Treasury

1785-1796. Early efforts under the provisions of the Land Ordinance
1796-1812. Surveyor General and contracted deputies

Period B. Surveys under the administration of the General Land Office

1812-1831. Autonomous surveyors general – separate instructions on how to survey
1831-1851. General Land Office exerting control – surveys under the administration of the Surveyor 

General of Wisconsin & Iowa after 1838
1851-1908. General Land Office issued instructions on how to survey



Surveys in the Minnesota Territory 1847-1858

A. 1836 -1851. General Land Office exerting more control – surveys under the administration of the Surveyor 
General of Wisconsin & Iowa

• 1847-1849 Surveys in western Wisconsin Territory – 1846 instructions on how to survey
• 1849-1852 Surveys in Minnesota East

B.   1851-1908. General Land Office issued instructions on how to survey 

• 1852-1857 Surveys in Minnesota East and Minnesota West 
• 1857-1908 Surveys under the administration of the Surveyor General of Minnesota



Surveys 1847-1852

1847-1852 survey lines run across area
• Ceded in 1837 between the St. Croix and 

Mississippi rivers
• Using 4th Principal Meridian
• Under instructions issued in 1846

Extension of the surveys that spread across 
Wisconsin  



3rd Correction Line - initiated a new geography

Henry A Wiltse contract May 28, 1847



James M. Marsh contract dated May 28, 1847

Turns out some township exteriors run in a complex manner 



4th Correction Line

Theodore Conkey contract July 28, 1848 

Dahl John R United States General Land Office 
Historical Surveying Instructions and their Influence 
on Surveys of the 3rd and 4th Correction Lines, 4th 
Principal Meridian, Minnesota MS (St Cloud State 
University 2006)

http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.mnsurveyor.com/resour
ce/resmgr/imported/Thursday_Dahl.pdf

http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.mnsurveyor.com/resource/resmgr/imported/Thursday_Dahl.pdf


1853

Commissioner John Wilson to SG Warner Lewis May 16th 1853
Commissioner John Wilson to SG Warner Lewis June 16th 1853
SG Warner Lewis to Deputy Elisha Norris July 28th 1853



1854 1855



1855



Surveying Process in Minnesota

Annual report for a calendar year, request for funds from Surveyor General and suggestions for surveying the 
following year

Appropriations from Congress to the Commissioner of the General Land Office for surveying operations during the 
following fiscal year (July 1-June 30)

Commissioner allocates funds to each Surveyor General with annual instructions on where to survey
Surveyor General awards contracts for township exteriors and instructions on how to survey 
Deputies completes contract township lines survey, submits notes and diagrams, some checking
Draftsmen prepare township exteriors diagrams 
Surveyor General awards contracts for township subdivisions and instructions on how to survey 
Deputies complete surveys, submits notes and diagrams, some checking
Notes of exterior and subdivisions for each township transcribed 
Township plat drafted to include lines run and lines protracted
Plats and transcribed notes sent to Washington D.C
Plats and descriptive lists sent to appropriate land office 



Annual report for a calendar year, request for funds 
from Surveyor General and suggestions for 
surveying the following year

Annual report of the Commissioner of the General 
... 1848/1849.





Appropriations from Congress to the Commissioner of 
the General land Office for surveying operations 
during the following fiscal year (July 1-June 30)

“An Act making Appropriations for the civil and 
diplomatic Expenses of Government for the Year 
ending the thirtieth Day of June, one thousand eight 
hundred and forty-eight, and for other Purposes”



Commissioner allocates funds to each Surveyor 
General with annual instructions on where to survey



Surveyor General awards contracts for township 
exteriors and instructions on how to survey 





Deputies completes contract township lines survey, 
submits notes and diagrams, some checking

http://www2.mnhs.org/library/findaids/ussg06.pdf
http://www2.mnhs.org/library/findaids/ussg06.pdf


Draftsmen prepare township exteriors diagrams 

http://www2.mnhs.org/library/findaids/ussg09.pdf


Surveyor General awards contracts for township 
subdivisions and instructions on how to survey 



Deputies complete surveys, submits notes and 
diagrams, some checking

http://www2.mnhs.org/library/findaids/gr00507.pdf


Notes of exterior and subdivisions for each township 
transcribed 



Commissioner’s plats and transcribed notes of each 
township sent to Washington D.C



Township plats drafted to include lines run and lines protracted

http://www2.mnhs.org/library/findaids/gr00508.xml


Register’s township plats and township descriptive 
lists sent to appropriate land office 

http://www2.mnhs.org/library/findaids/gr00506.xml




Uncomfortable “Truths”

The surveys spread across the lands owned by the United States expediently  

Some characteristics of the surveys makes no geographical sense today

Concatenating geographies of the public land surveys in the United States



Open Books, 2009: Kay Atwood, Chaining Oregon

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mb8CrekZXN0
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