
The American Land Surveyor — “Among the First” 

 

Prior to the early 1780s there was no reliable process to guarantee land titles in the Colonial 

and immediate Post-colonial era in America in the western areas of the colonies. Particularly, 

were the lands west of the Appalachian Mountains appropriated by kings, surveying companies, 

or colonial governors. After the British army had been defeated and the Treaty of Paris had been 

signed, the American Revolution was truly over and the United States now existed as a peace-

time fully independent nation, ready to be surveyed and developed. 

 

Its western border existed only to the Mississippi River and from the crest of the Blue Ridge 

Mountains to that western border very little of the vast territory had been surveyed. The enor-

mous land area that would become the Louisiana Purchase was totally unknown then and not un-

til twenty years later would Lewis and Clark embark up the Missouri River with their famous 

Corps of Discovery. The Old Northwest—the lands that would someday make up the states of 

Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, much of Minnesota, and part of Michigan—had not yet been 

opened to legal settlement. That land lay there, belonging to the new nation and awaiting survey-

ing, platting, and sale to citizens for settlement, homesteading, or as payment for military service. 

That began with the Public Land Survey System in the mid-1780s and the Northwest Ordinance 

in another two years. 

 

Prior to the early 1780s there were virtually no legally defensible land claims west of the 

mountains but that had now changed due to the land grants being issued to settlers and to veter-

ans as payment for their military service. These land patents required actual warrants before they 

could be surveyed and title granted by a governor or the president. So into the wilderness went 

the surveyor with his men, compass and Jacobs staff or tripod, chain, notebook, maps and war-

rants, pistol and powder, cold blade and sharp hatchet, to bring order and define property bounda-

ries for a whole new nation, as he continues to do today. He was, indeed, among the first, as he 

had always been. 

 

He had been among the first into the dried flood plain after the winter rains brought fresh 

soils to the unmarked fields of the Fertile Crescent of ancient Egypt’s Nile and Mesopotamia—

the ancient rope-stretchers that gave civilization the study of geometry. He was among the first at 

what would be the foundations of the Great Pyramids, the temples and forums of Ancient Greece 

and Rome, the Cathedrals and castles of Europe, the boundaries of countries, the courses of wa-

terways great and small, farms and city lots where perhaps no man has yet set foot. Using modern 

scientific equipment, the surveyor has laid out modern new highways and airports and shopping 

centers and industrial parks and residential subdivisions as he has refined and defined the bound-

aries of real property.  

 

Indeed, the land surveyor has always been “Among the First.” 


