
The Public Land Survey System 



A FEW NOTABLE LAND SURVEYORS IN HISTORY



Surveyor and Cartographer
Lewis was a secret secretary to Thomas Jefferson



Heard of the Mason Dixon line?  Charles Mason and Jerimiah Dixon are the 
men who surveyed the boundaries between lands granted to the Penn’s and 
the Calvert’s (largely Pennsylvania and Maryland).  Andrew Ellicott helped to 
map the Mason-Dixon line as well and is the surveyor who conducted much 

of Meriwether Lewis’ training.





The oldest historical records known indicate that 
land surveying had its beginning in ancient Egypt 
(1400 B.C.).  Land was divided into plots for the 
purpose of taxation.  Annual floods of the Nile 
River swept away portions of these plots, and 

surveyors were appointed to replace the bounds.  
These early surveyors were called rope stretchers, 
since there measurements were made with ropes 

having markers at unit distances.  



Those basic principles are still at work.  The 
Public Land Survey System was devised to 
have a uniform system of land boundary 
describing, marking and mapping of the 

United States expansion westward.  



PLSS - Championed by Thomas Jefferson 

LAND ORDINANCE OF 1785

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

WESTERN TERRITORY 
Passed May 20,1785.



States included in the PLSS



Baselines and Principal Meridians



Texas is a great example of rectangular system’s 
benefits. This is a map of County boundaries. 



Map of Wisconsin counties.



The basis of the PLSS here in Wisconsin
The POB is near Hazel Green, Wi.



Here with all of the townships shown.
Note: A Town is a unit of government, a township is a surveyed 
area of 36 Sections, most of the time.  The original government 

surveys in Wisconsin occurred from the 1830s to the 1860s.



Corners established by the PLSS





For a multitude of reasons, the pretty, 
square sections with all lines running in 

cardinal directions, is not a reality.



Original tools and corners of the PLSS



In most cases the monuments in Wisconsin were a 
wood post.  Some were stones, depending on terrain 
and what was available.  Bearing trees were noted as 

witness to each section corner set if at all possible.  For 
most land surveyors, recovering this original evidence is 

like finding a big gold nugget.







• Where the original corners were established, 
is the monument or section corner location. 
Perpetuating those locations is paramount in 
determining property boundaries, both past 
and present.  

• When these monuments are lost, determining 
that location is very difficult.  It is also very 
time consuming and expensive to re-establish, 
and the original location may be difficult if not 
impossible to recover.  This can create many 
ambiguities in title, road locations and so on.





Welcome to Dane County
35 townships



That’s a lot of section corners!



In comparison to much of the state, Dane 
County has had and maintains a high rate of 

population growth.  As a result, there has been a 
great deal of surveying since the 1830s.  Many 

of the PLSS corners have been perpetuated.  
Some of them are even in the right location, I 
think.   There are still areas of the county 

where there are obliterated corners, but few.  
Most of these perpetuation records pre-date the 

use of GPS and the creation of modern day 
coordinate datums.  



Dane County developed our Geographic 
Information System (GIS) without the advantage 
of accurate observed coordinate values.  It is a 

well run and dynamic GIS, but has many 
accuracy issues.  Numerous methods were used 
in determining the PLSS corner locations.  All the 
Subdivision Plats, Certified Survey Maps, deeds, 

etc. were drafted from these locations.  If the 
PLSS corner locations are inaccurate, so is 

everything else related to it.



Some of the problems.



This land owner was losing a very significant amount of 
funding from CRP and MFL programs because the FSA uses 

our mapping containing large errors in PLSS locations.



When lot lines are going through 
houses, roads aren’t in rights-of-way, 

and nothing lines up with the 
georeferenced imagery, the GIS is not 
as useful a tool as it could be.  We just 
don’t know if the issue is the PLSS and 
our parcel mapping, or if something is 

actually constructed incorrectly.  



We were able to start a new re-monumentation 
program in 2012.  All work is being completed 

though contracts with multiple surveying firms.  
We are moving at a decent rate. 

The contracts include coordinate acquisition and 
datum information, as well as a vertical 

component where reasonable. We include very 
explicit language in our contracts for redundant 

measurements and coordinate values. It also 
includes all the applicable research and history 

of each corner location. 



Original government plat of T06N, R11E



Notes for line between 1 and 12



Blue Book entry 1856 Blue Book entry 1863



Tie Sheet 1983 (rev 1988) Tie Sheet 1987



Tie Sheet 2012



Tie Sheet 2016 Dane County Re-mon Project





We are actively re-mapping each township 
after replacing the old PLSS structure with 
the new measured locations in the GIS.  A 

lot of work, but a much more dynamic, 
useful and accurate system.



Before and after re-mon and re-map





Surveyors are not digging holes in your roads, 
road crews are burying the monuments they are 
legally required to access.  It is illegal to obstruct 

such a monument in any way.



Any road reconstruction, chip sealing, 
or resurfacing projects should include 

a clause requiring the contractor to 
protect any PLSS corner or any other 

geodetic monument within the project 
area.  If a monument is in danger, the 

contractor needs to hire a land 
surveyor to perpetuate the monument 

prior to construction.



I am happy to take questions on any of the items discussed, or 
any other surveying questions you may have.



ROADS

RECORDS - TYPES - NAMES - DOCS



*DISCLAIMER*

I am not an attorney!  I am speaking from my 
years of experience in land surveying, my 

interpretations of written law, interpretations of 
attorneys and others relative to my work as the 
Dane County Surveyor.  For legal advice, please 

contact your legal counsel.





How does a road become a road?

- Common use and maintenance over time.  (public road 
easement)

- Application by freeholders and a town approved 
highway order. (typically public road easement)

- Dedication.  (held in public trust for specific purpose)

- Fee simple.  (transferred to and owned by municipality)



- Paoli roads are 
platted

- HWY 69, partial 
county project, 
remainder, no 
order. 

- Himsel Rd, no 
order

- Paoli Rd 3 rods 
by order



Highway orders 
Montrose 
Section 3, pages 
20 and 38 for 
RANGE TRAIL.



HWY 69 now 
purchased fee 
simply by DOT.



Note: highway 
orders indicated 
where there are no 
roads.  

“Jeglum Ln” is not 
labelled.  



Image per WISLR

“Jeglum Lane” is a, 
locally known as name, 
for use of tracking for 
maintenance funds from 
DOT.  It is not an 
officially named road 
per Chapter 76, DCO.  It 
is a single service road.  
The address of the farm 
is a HWY 78 address.



Dedication to the 
Public for road 
purposes.  Typically 
done by CSM or Plat. 
If the town were to 
deem the road 
unnecessary, and 
discontinue the r/w, 
the lands revert to 
the adjoining lands 
they were dedicated 
from.  It is not 
transferrable land like 
fee simple deeded 
r/w.



Road dedications must be accepted by the 
local municipality, typically noted in the land 
division approval certificate.  By accepting the 
dedication, the name as shown on the map is 
also being accepted; however, road names 
need to be approved.  If done by CSM or Plat, 
I am typically checking the road name at that 
time, but for county duplication and 
compliance only.



If a name needs to be changed, the name 
must be approved and a resolution recorded 
in the county registry.  



These documents 
along with others 
can be found as 
links at the 
bottom of the 
Dane County 
Surveyors 
webpage.

https://plandev.countyofdane.com/Lan
d-Records/County-Surveyor



If there are any questions pertaining to road 
right-of-way, please feel free to contact me.

Daniel Frick, PLS
Dane County Surveyor

608-266-4252
frick@countyofdane.com
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