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President’s Letter
Dear fellow PSAN Members,
At our September board meeting, we discussed having a booth at the State Fair. This would
be a good place to tell the people of the State of Nebraska what we do as surveyors. This
would take a lot of volunteer help as the State Fair is 11 days long and runs 12 hours a day.
So give this some thought before our meeting at the 2015 Winter Convention at the end of
January and volunteer if you can.
Also, at the September board meeting, we approved Honorary Members to go to PSAN
events free of registration cost. Thanks to Jim Hawks for your letter of recommendation.
If you have something you would like done to help our organization please let me or one of
our Board members know.

Your President,
Wayne Dietz

PUBLICATION DEADLINES
Issue
Winter (printed copy)
Spring (pdf on website)
Summer (printed copy)
Fall (pdf on website)
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NOTABLE SURVEYORS
Charles Mason (1728-1786) & Jeremiah Dixon (1733-1779)
The influence of the work performed by these respected British surveyors and astronomers was not
fully realized until the line they surveyed was inextricably woven into the history of the Civil War
nearly 100 years later. The conflict of land ownership which predicated the request for their services
dated back to the colonization of Pennsylvania by William Penn in 1681. The "Mason-Dixon
Line" (the boundary between Pennsylvania and Maryland running between lat. 39°43'26.3"N and lat.
39°43'17.6"N) became an icon of American culture when it began to be recognized as a line that divided the "free states" from the "slave states" during the debates in Congress over the Missouri Compromise in 1820.
The ambiguous description of the boundaries in the Maryland and Pennsylvania charters led to a protracted disagreement between the proprietors of the two colonies. The dispute was submitted to the
English court of chancery in 1735. A compromise between the Penn and Calvert families in 1760 resulted in the appointment of Mason and Dixon. By 1767 the surveyors had run their line 244 mi (393
km) West from the Delaware border, every fifth milestone bearing the Penn and Calvert arms. The survey was completed by others to the western limit of Maryland in 1773.
In 1779 the line was extended to mark the southern boundary of Pennsylvania with Virginia (the present-day West Virginia). Before the Civil War the term Mason-Dixon Line popularly designated the
boundary dividing the slave states from the free states, and it is still used to distinguish the South from
the North.
From the Website of the National Surveyors
Hall of Fame.
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News
by Gene Thomsen
Deputy State Surveyor.

Early Road Building
The following article is about the history of road building on the local level and some of the early
problems that the counties encountered. Some of the following excerpts were taken from the ninth biennial report of the State Board of Irrigation Highways and Drainage 1910-1912.
When the laws of Nebraska were enacted, the counties were in charge of building all roads and bridges inside its borders. The County Commissioners divided the County into road districts and appointed
“…. some suitable person, who shall be a householder and taxpayer in his district, as Supervisor of
Roads, to hold his office for the term of one year. … said Supervisor shall have power, and it shall be
his duty, to call upon all persons for road labor, to work upon the roads, or provide a substitute at such
times as he may deem best under his direction….”
You can see problems with this system as the Supervisor of Roads probably did not have any road
building experience, and his priority list of projects was always going to be in question. I’m sure finding the right time to assemble your neighbors to work was a job in itself.
One of the biggest problems for the counties was bridge design and building. “The plans furnished to
counties by bridge companies are always general and all details are left off. In many cases they are
merely a sort of picture of a bridge, and none of the sizes and heights of the members are given and the
specifications are always a joke. This is in no way a reflection on the bridge company, but is merely a
matter of self-preservation, which is permitted under the present bridge law, each company having to
fight and use any method that they may to get a contract.”
The 1905 Nebraska State Legislature passed a law that “the Secretary of the State Board of Irrigation,
whenever requested by the County Board of any County, shall prepare plans and specifications, strain
sheets and estimates of costs of all such standard pattern bridges, the cost of which will exceed two
hundred dollars. By adopting a standard set of plans and specifications throughout the entire state compelling all bridges built within the state to comply
with the same, will work to the benefit, not only of
the people of the state, but also to the bridge companies, themselves, for the reason that each company
will be placed upon the same footing and will be
bidding upon the same plans and specifications.”
The Nebraska State Legislature in 1911 created
the State Aid Bridge Fund “which is used in the
construction of bridges over streams one hundred
and seventy-five feet in width or more, providing
the county or counties desiring to construct such a
An example of early road building in Nebraska.
bridge pay one-half of the cost of construction and
Photo courtesy of Nebraska Department of Roads.
the state pay the other half. In designing State Aid
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bridges, the State Board has refused to consider anything other than permanent structures for the reason
that the law provides, that where the maintenance of any bridge for any one year exceeds one hundred
dollars, the State shall pay one-half of the cost of said maintenance.”
“Under the present law the Board does not have charge of the highways further than the supervision
of the building of State Aid Bridges. There has been a great deal of talk concerning the improvements
of roads throughout the state, and interest taken during the past two years would seem to indicate that
some action will be taken by the coming legislature for the establishment of a highway department in
this office.”
The soil conditions in this state are of such a character that good earth roads can be built and maintained at a very moderate cost. Under the proper supervision, the building and maintenance of good
earth roads will cost no more than is at present being expended upon the highway system of this state.
At present, the major portion of the money which is paid out upon the roads is expended under the supervision of road overseers. These road overseers are almost invariably men who have little or no
knowledge of the proper methods of road construction and who are elected by the voters of their township without any regard to their qualifications.
If the amount of money which is being spent at the present time could be used under the supervision
and direction of a competent road builder and this continued for a period of five years throughout the
state, we would have as a result the finest system of dirt roads in the world. This system could be maintained at a cost far below what the counties are now paying for their road work by an efficient plan of
dragging. Permanent roads, such as brick or concrete, are out of the question on account of the necessity of improving so many miles of road in each county at once and the extremely high cost of these materials. Macadam roads, while cheaper, are still very expensive to build and more expensive to maintain than the brick or concrete. Under a traffic of motor-driven vehicles, a Macadam road goes to pieces vary fast and is less satisfactory than an earth road.
It is recommended for the consideration of the legislature that this office be given charge of the highways of the state and that an assistant, who shall be a capable engineer and understand thoroughly road
building and construction, be authorized, together with such other assistants and help as may be necessary to carry on the work. It is further recommended that the present office of road overseer be abolished and that the road work in the various counties be placed entirely under the supervision of the
County Highway Engineer, to be appointed by the County Commissioners or Supervisors, subject to
the approval of the State Engineer. This last provision is necessary in order to prevent the office of
County Highway Engineer from becoming a political office, rather than an office to be held by virtue
of a man’s qualifications.
It is further recommended that it be made the duty of the County Highway engineer to oversee all
road work, especially the dragging of the roads which should be done at the right time, and a proper
fund should be provided by the County Commissioners of each county to enable the carrying out of this
work within their own county. The work to be done by the additional assistant - who may be added to
the State Engineers office and who might be called State Highway Engineer - will be entirely of an advisory nature, conferring with the County Highway Engineers and giving them the benefit of his advice
and experience, except when any work in which state money is to be expended, which should be entirely under the supervision of the State Highway Engineer.

Gene Thomsen
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The Land Surveyor’s Guide to the Supreme Court of Nebraska
Chapter 4 – Trussell v Lewis (1882)
While our previous case demonstrated the power and potentially binding nature of agreements in
the context of conveyances, our next featured case provides a very similar lesson concerning the importance of agreements in another land rights scenario, which is even more directly relevant to land
surveyors. Our first case involving the concept of boundary agreement brings into play the fundamental
distinction between agreements to accept and adopt a given boundary line, on the presumption that it
represents the original line location, and agreements to create a new and independent line of division,
with little or no regard or relation to the location of the original boundary line of record. Agreements of
the former variety are frequently upheld as legitimate in many western states, even though undocumented, and often without any requirement for the passage of any amount of time, on the basis that
such an agreement represents a practical location of an unclear boundary, and quite naturally so, since
protecting the right of land owners to amicably settle their own boundaries holds great appeal to most if
not all courts. Agreements of the latter kind however, have often been struck down as violations of the
statute of frauds in many states, because if the land owners actually know where their boundary of record is located, and they deliberately decide to intentionally relocate it, they are in effect executing an
undocumented conveyance of land, which the law obviously frowns upon. So it can readily be seen that
both the knowledge and the intentions of the land owners, at the time they forge an undocumented
boundary agreement, are typically quite relevant to the success or failure of that agreement, should it be
challenged in the future, as very often happens. In all states, including Nebraska, courts consistently
endeavor to protect and uphold agreements of every nature, in the field of land rights and beyond, although the manner in which they choose to do so, and the devices of law and equity which they select or
create for that purpose, can vary substantially from state to state. Here we will look on as the Court
turns to decisions from senior states, for guidance on the disposition of boundary agreements, and
thereby begins to formulate and craft it's own policy on that subject for Nebraska. Perhaps most notably, at this point in time we will also see the Court tacitly approve the application of the statute of limitations, which as previously noted was intended to silence title conflicts, to boundary disputes, thus taking a key step toward the judicial fusion of title and boundary issues.
1860 – The entire north half of a certain Section 6 was patented to Deroin, who was a child in the care of
a legal guardian, presumably she was an orphan of a qualified patentee who had died prior to obtaining a
patent, to which the deceased parent was entitled. As platted in 1857, the north half of this section contained 296 acres, consisting of 161 acres in the NE1/4 and 135 acres in the NW1/4. What use was being
made of the land, if any, is unknown, but the outer boundaries of this patented tract were evidently adequately marked on the ground, since there is no indication that there were ever any disputes concerning
it's location, extent or dimensions.
1864 – The legitimacy of Deroin's ownership of her land was never challenged in any manner, but for
unknown reasons her guardian, acting as the administrator of her affairs, decided to dispose of it at this
time, thus he conveyed the NE1/4 to Trowbridge, and the NW1/4 to Hamsberry. Both deeds evidently
described these tracts using only the typical aliquot terminology, and both men apparently intended to
reside upon and farm their respective quarters. Either when first entering the land, or shortly thereafter,
these two men met and discussed their mutual boundary line, the location of which was apparently unclear to both of them, presumably having never been physically marked in any manner. For unknown
reasons, rather than utilizing the platted quarter section line as their boundary, they expressly agreed that
each of them would own and take control over half of the total acreage contained in the north half of the
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section. They then specifically instructed the county surveyor to establish their mutual boundary line in a
location that evenly divided the total available acreage, and he did so, apparently by running a cardinal
line that equally divided the tract, without regard to either the north quarter corner location or the center
sixteenth corner location. Per the request of the land owners, the county surveyor set a typical stone
monument at each end of the agreed dividing line, and the land owners then planted a hedge and erected
a fence, upon unspecified portions of this line, making it's location fully visible on the ground, presumably throughout it's full length. Thus each man held a nominal 148 acres, in complete and deliberate disregard for the platted acreage figures and the aliquot lines protracted on the plat. Aside from the work
that had been done on the ground, there was evidently nothing to document the fact that this division of
the land did not correspond to the title of record held by each of these parties, as there was no indication
that the county surveyor ever made any record of what he had done. Both land owners were fully satisfied with the line thus created however, and each of them began cultivating their lands up to that line, in
accord with their undocumented agreement.
1865 to 1866 – Trowbridge and Hamsberry fully honored their agreed boundary during this period and
no boundary issues arose. Hamsberry built a house just a short distance west of the established line, and
he also planted an orchard up to that line, while Trowbridge farmed up to the agreed line from the east.
1867 – Trowbridge conveyed the NE1/4 to Danes, who was informed of the 1864 boundary agreement,
and fully understood and accepted the established boundary location. Apparently at about the same time,
Hamsberry conveyed the NW1/4 to Arnold, who likewise understood and accepted the established line.
Thus the existing land use pattern continued under these new land owners, just as it had prior to their
arrival.
1872 to 1875 – At an unspecified time during this period, apparently in anticipation of selling his property, Danes decided to have it surveyed. Although he had full knowledge of the original boundary agreement, Danes evidently believed that it could be treated as a mistake, because it prevented him from utilizing all of the land to which he held title. Danes was apparently convinced that he had the right to sell
the entire NE1/4, and dismiss the boundary agreement, since he had not been personally involved in
making the agreement, and there was no documentation of record indicating that the agreed line represented a legal boundary, so he offered the entire NE1/4 as originally platted for sale, despite the existing
conditions on the ground. The surveyor employed by Danes ignored the established boundary location as
well, and located the original quarter section line, running between the north quarter corner and the center sixteenth, as the locations of those points were determined by him, presumably through proper use of
the information of record, although how he arrived at those corner locations is unknown. This line was
evidently over 200 feet west of the agreed line, calling the ownership of about 13 acres into question.
Danes informed Arnold that his survey indicated that the existing boundary had been established in error, and he intended to claim ownership of the entire NE1/4, up to the quarter section line as it had been
surveyed for him. No action was taken to alter the ongoing land use however, presumably because
Danes was planning to sell his property and move away, so he simply left the issue unresolved, to be
dealt with by his grantee.
1876 – Danes conveyed the NE1/4 to Lewis, who evidently also chose not to interrupt Arnold's use of
the strip in question.
1877 – Arnold conveyed the NW1/4 to Trussell, and the agreed boundary remained in effect on the
(Continued on page 10)
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ground.
1878 to 1881 – At an unspecified date, Lewis decided to file an ejectment action against Trussell, seeking to be awarded possession of the disputed strip, on the basis that the quarter section line was the one
and only legally defined boundary, so the subject area was clearly within the tract to which he held title,
thus his right to order Trussell off that area should be confirmed.

Lewis argued that he was the owner of record of the entire NE1/4, as platted, and the existing
boundary line was plainly incorrect, having been proven by the survey done for Danes to have been
mistakenly located well within the NE1/4, so Lewis was entitled at law to insist that Trussell must allow Lewis to take possession of the entire NE1/4, and Trussell must restrict his own land use to the area comprising the NW1/4. Trussell did not assert that the agreed line established in 1864 represented
the original quarter section line, nor did he maintain that the survey done for Danes did not properly
identify the platted quarter line location. Trussell argued instead that the undocumented boundary
agreement made by Trowbridge and Hamsberry was legally binding, both upon it's makers and upon all
of their successors, since all of the parties had full notice of the existence of that boundary, as it had
been visibly established in the agreed location, and alternatively he apparently invoked adverse possession in his defense as well. The trial court evidently agreed that the Danes survey accurately represented the true boundary location of record, and therefore held that the claim set forth by Lewis formed a
sufficient basis upon which to demand the ejectment of Trussell from the contested area. This left the
ownership of the land to be decided separately in equity however, once Lewis obtained physical possession of the land at issue, and thereby became qualified to seek to quiet his title, in keeping with the
judicial custom of this time, outlined previously herein.
Land surveyors will undoubtedly recognize that a great many potential questions were brought
into play by this scenario, such as the validity of the undocumented boundary agreement, and the legitimacy of the 1864 survey, which knowingly abandoned the GLO plat, in order to comply with the wishes of the land owners, without properly documenting what had taken place, thereby creating a title discrepancy. It would certainly have been very interesting to watch the Court tackle those and other relevant boundary issues squarely and in detail, but because the established land use had endured for well
over 10 years, that was not destined to happen on this occasion. The Court stated no specific conclusions whatsoever concerning either the agreement or the surveys, but the Court clearly viewed and
treated the 1864 survey as an original survey, rather than a mistake, and thus set out to discern a pathway that would lead to the protection of the existing land use, and the related land rights, which had
developed and accrued in reliance upon it. In the view of the Court, the only relevant question was
whether or not either Danes or Lewis had any right to disturb or protest the established boundary location and demand that the agreed line be relocated, proceeding upon the presumption that the survey
done for Danes had been correctly executed. Rather than adopting the theory of practical location,
which would have dictated that the 1864 line controlled the boundary location on the basis of agreement alone, the Court elected instead to explore the decisions of other states in comparable situations,
searching for a more conclusive equitable route, by which to uphold the established boundary. This equitable treatment of a boundary issue, as a component of title, rather than as a plain question of location, independent of title issues, opened the door to the judicial use of all of the principles that have historically been used to resolve title conflicts, such as estoppel, for purposes of judicial boundary resolution, and that option proved to be an irresistibly attractive one to the Court. In reality, the principle of
estoppel forms the backbone of adverse possession, estoppel silences unjust arguments on an equitable
(Continued on page 12)
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Reviewed Minutes of the PSAN Board Meeting on September 19, 2014
(Subject to approval of the Board of Directors)
The PSAN Board held a board meeting at the Chances R in York, Nebraska, on September 19, 2014,
which was called to order at 1:00 P.M. with the following members and guests present: President
Wayne Dietz, Vice-President Doug Stevenson, Treasurer John Berry, Director Robert Heese, Director
Jason Headley, Director Glenn Hicks, Director Duane Katt, and State Surveyor Steve Cobb. Secretary
Warren Headlee, Director Brian Langenberg, Director Dan Martinez, Administrative Secretary Connie
Arnold, and Past President LaVern Schroeder were absent. The following items were discussed: Administrative Secretary’s annual salary review, NSPS dues collection, dues collection protocol, scholarships, amendment to Constitution regarding the Statutes for the duties and fees of County Surveyors,
possibility of having a booth at the state fair, and waiving seminar fees for Honorary Members of
PSAN. Vice-President Doug Stevenson and Treasurer John Berry had Officers Reports. State Surveyor Steve Cobb had a report on SIT renewal fees and a “Code of Practice”. The following Committees
had a report: Nominations, Historical, GIS, and Associate.

To see the Reviewed Minutes and Reports from these meetings, please go to our website at
www.nebraskasurveyor.com.
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(Continued from page 10)

basis, while adverse possession silences claims that have become unjustifiable through the passage of
time on a statutory basis, and thus represents a mere codification of that equitable concept, as each operates to bar litigants from presenting any argument or evidence at all. In addition to invoking the immensely powerful presence of estoppel, in the context of boundaries, the Court here took another major
step toward embracing boundaries as an element of title, by rejecting the notion that mistakes can negate or nullify the operation of the statute of limitations, with respect to boundaries. Based primarily
upon decisions from Iowa, Michigan and Ohio, the Court adopted the following controlling parameters
relevant to boundary disputes, which would play a major role in the judicial resolution of boundary issues in Nebraska henceforward:
“... if parties by mistake agree upon a line between them, believing it to be the true one, and afterwards the true line is found, the parties will not be estopped to claim to the true line, unless
the action is barred by the statute, or some equitable ground of estoppel exists ... Where, however, the line is ambiguous and uncertain, if the parties agree upon a line, and mutually enter upon
the occupancy of their lands in conformity thereto, and make improvements thereon, they will
be estopped from disputing the line thus agreed upon ... Trowbridge and Hamsberry agreed upon
the line established by them ... the division was known to all the subsequent grantees ... this is
not a case where a mutual mistake was made ... the parties agreed that the land should be divided evenly ... an agreement has been fully executed ... the line as established by Trowbridge and
Hamsberry must be sustained ... more than 10 years elapsed before the validity of the agreement
was questioned ... the grantees of Hamsberry were in possession more than 10 years before being disturbed in the possession, so that a perfect title was acquired by adverse possession.”

The Court here defined two distinct alternatives for judicial boundary resolution, dependent upon
the boundary knowledge of the parties, first acknowledging that not every mistake regarding boundaries raises an estoppel, yet realizing that in this instance all of the grantees had consciously stepped into
the shoes of their grantors, so in order to do justice each grantee was bound to honor the agreement of
their grantors, obviating their right to rely upon the boundary location of record. The key aspect of this
line of judicial reasoning is the element of innocent reliance, because reliance is essential to the application of estoppel, and extensive reliance upon the line created in 1864 was clearly in evidence here.
Yet only when the evidence indicates that there has been legitimate reliance upon a boundary adopted
in innocent ignorance, the Court decided, can an undocumented boundary become conclusive through
estoppel alone, short of the completion of the statutory 10 year period. In this case, the agreed boundary was very clearly not in the original platted location, and this was clearly known to the agreeing parties, so their agreement had been potentially subject to judicial rejection or invalidation at one time, but
the Court's decision to apply the statute of limitations to boundaries foreclosed that possibility, and operated to protect the agreement, regardless of it's original invalidity. This position taken by the Court
greatly magnified the significance of the 10 year statutory period, because under this ruling beyond that
point in time no option to contest any mistaken boundary location exists, leaving even a survey that
correctly depicts the record boundary location, such as the Danes survey, powerless to control any land
rights and thus useless, except to show where the disputed line might otherwise have been located.
While acknowledging that an incorrect line can become legally binding in less than 10 years, if grounds
for estoppel can be shown, the Court neglected to define exactly what "ambiguous and uncertain"
means, so whether it meant "unknown" to anyone in an absolute sense, or simply "unclear" to the land
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(Continued from page 12)

owners at a particular time, in the absence of a visibly marked line on the ground, remained a point to
be contested in future cases. Given the conditions presented here, estoppel alone definitely could have
been the primary basis for the Court's decision, arising from the right of the innocent grantees to rely
upon the decisions, statements and open actions of their grantors upon the land, had that been necessary, but the result was ultimately controlled by adverse possession. Its noteworthy to observe that the
fact that the properties involved here changed hands while adverse possession was in progress did not
prevent it's ongoing development, in the eyes of the Court, and this crucial factor, known as privity,
would play a prominent role in many forthcoming adverse possession cases that we will review. In addition, its worthy of note that none of the parties were prudent enough to order a survey prior to their
acquisitions of their respective properties, and its important to realize that the making of the Danes survey had no impact upon the running of the statute of limitation. Both of these factors, relating the value
and significance of a survey to the timing with which it is performed, will also appear again as highly
relevant aspects of later cases that we will encounter. In the end, Lewis learned the hard way that delay
can be very costly, and can equate to lost opportunity, his victory on the matter of ejectment proved to
be an empty one, since he was incapable of securing his title up to the quarter section line, given the
Court's decree that the agreed boundary must control.
This article represents a portion of a book written in 2013 for professional land surveyors. The complete book is available from the Nebraska State Historical Society Library or free of charge upon request directly from the author ((bportwood@mindspring.com).
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SURVEYOR-IN-TRAINING RENEWAL DROPPED
Surveyor-in-training registrants will not receive a renewal notice this year. Effective January of 2014
the biennial renewal requirement for surveyor-in-training registrants was dropped per revisions to
Chapter 7, Section 002 of the rules and regulations of the Nebraska Board of Examiners for Land Surveyors.
Chapter 7, Section 002
002. Prior to January, 2014, upon receipt of the renewal fee in the amount of twenty dollars
($20.00), compliance with all applicable rules and approval of the Board, the Secretary of the
Board shall renew the registration of each surveyor-in-training. Such renewal shall be for the
next biennium unless canceled or revoked by the Board. The biennial fee shall be considered an
application fee and shall not be returned to applicants who are unsuccessful for any reason. Effective January 1, 2014, biennial renewal requirement of the registration of each surveyor-intraining will expire.
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Support PSAN Sustaining Members
A&D Technical Supplies
4320 So. 89th St.
Omaha, NE 68127
Phone:402-592-4950 or 800-228-2753 (Omaha)
Phone: 402-474-5454 or 855-780-7977
(Lincoln)
E-mail:info@ADTechsupply.com
Website: www.ADTechsupply.com
Berntsen International, Inc.
P.O. Box 8670
Madison, WI 53708-8670
Phone: 800-518-0934
Website: www.berntsen.com
High Plains RTK
150 NW 40th St.
Lincoln, NE 68528
Phone: 402-540-5891
E-mail: dkahm@hprtk.com
Website: http://hprtk.com

Seiler Instruments
6522 So. 118th Street
Omaha, NE 68137
Phone: 402-651-9735
E-mail: solutions@seilerinst.com
Terrametrix, LLC
4852 S. 133rd Street, Suite 105
Omaha, NE 68137
Phone: 402-618-1099
Website: www.terrametrix3d.com
Transit Works
6000 S. 58th St
Lincoln, NE 68516
Phone: 402-421-6100
Trimble
10368 Westmoor Drive
Westminster, CO 80021
Phone: 303-635-8419
Website: www.trible.com

Klein Survey Systems
1211 N. 10th St.
Lincoln, NE 68508-1126
Phone: 800-822-2711

Dear PSAN Members:
Articles and columns appearing in The Nebraska Surveyor are published as a
service to the members of the Professional Surveyors Association of Nebraska
and the general public for the advancement of the land surveying profession.
It is time for you to get involved in YOUR publication through your articles, columns, pictures and ideas. Please send all items of interest to the editor by email: lschroeder@cableone.net or phone: 402-371-7400 or to the Administrative Secretary at email: PSAN@nebraskasurveyor.com, website:
www.nebraskasurveyor.com or phone: 402-870-1738 or 402-456-7370.
Your participation is greatly appreciated.
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Historic Maps of Nebraska
Lewis and Clark Expedition
The Lewis and Clark Expedition, also known as
the Corps of Discovery Expedition, was commissioned by Thomas Jefferson shortly after the Louisiana Purchase from France in 1803. With the
purchase of the Louisiana Territory, the United
States was nearly doubled in size. Much of the
over 800,000 square miles was unexplored. Jefferson’s main objectives for the expedition were
to explore and map the territory, to find a practical water route up the Missouri River across the
Rocky Mountains and on to the Pacific Ocean,
and to establish U.S. sovereignty over all the Indian nations along the route. He also wanted to create an American presence in the Northwest porCaptains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark.
tion of the present-day United States before Britain or any other country tried to claim the land. The secondary objectives of the exploration were scientific - studying the area plants and animals, and economic – studying the geography and establishing
trade with the native tribes.
Up until the start of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, only each end of the trail – the east end from St.
Louis up the Missouri River to the Mandan Villages by James MacKay and John Evans in 1795 for the
Spanish and on the west end George Vancouver, a British Naval Captain, explored the Northwest coast
and up the Columbia River to present-day Portland area - had been explored and mapped. Nicholas
King, a War Department copyist, composed a map for Thomas Jefferson and the explorers, from the
information on MacKay’s and Vancouver’s maps along with Ak ko mok ki’s map of the Rocky Mountains and David Thompson’s map of the Great Bend of the Missouri River. Many geographers had
filled in the empty space on the western map with hypothetical features based on rumors, legends, distorted versions of Indian information, and a certain amount of wishful thinking. Prior to the Corps of
Discovery there were many prevailing misconceptions of the geography of the American West:

The headwaters of all major rivers in the West were near each other, located within a “height-of
-land” such as a low plateau area.

All western rivers were navigable up to their headwaters.

The Rocky Mountains were supposedly just one or two ridges of low mountains or hills, not
much of an obstacle to travel.

Thus the headwaters of the Missouri (flowing east) and the headwaters of some great “River of
the West” such as the Columbia, Oregon or Colorado Rivers, (flowing to the Pacific) were near
each other.

It would be possible to travel up the Missouri from the east, cross over to the River of the West
in less than a day, then take that river directly down to the Pacific Ocean.
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark left St. Charles, Missouri, on May 21, 1804, and headed up the
Missouri River. On their trip to find the headwaters of the Missouri, they passed through the presentday cites of Kansas City, Missouri; Omaha, Nebraska; and Sioux City, Iowa (where on August 20,
1804, Sergeant Charles Floyd, died of apparent appendicitis). They continued their way up the Missouri River to the Mandan Villages in present-day North Dakota, where they built Fort Mandan to
spend the winter of 1804-1805. While in Fort Mandan, they recruited a Frenchman, Toussaint CharTHE NEBRASKA SURVEYOR / Fall 2014
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bonneau, as an interpreter. Charbonneau’s young wife, Sacagawea (sometimes spelled Sakajawea or
Sakagawea), a Shoshone Indian, helped the expedition as an interpreter, and eased diplomatic relations
with the Indians by talking to the chiefs, easing tensions and giving the impression of a peaceful mission. In the spring of 1805, they continued up the Missouri to its headwaters in the Rocky Mountains,
where they hoped the headwaters of the Columbia River were nearby. In reality, it took them 11 days
to cross the Bitterroot Mountains on the Lolo Trail, before finding water flowing to the West. They
then traveled down the Clearwater, Snake and Columbia Rivers, finally reaching the Pacific Ocean in
early November, 1805, where they built Fort Clatsop for the winter. By March of 1806, they were
headed back on long journey home, mostly following the route they came out on. They arrived back in
St. Louis on September 23, 1806, with a great deal of new information about the new territory of the
United States.
Although the new discoveries of Lewis and Clark did prove many of the old misconceptions about
western geography wrong, they did help open up the west for more exploration and settlement. They
found that the Rocky Mountains were a vast and complex system of mountains and valleys, the Missouri was almost impossible to navigate in its upper reaches, and the supposed one day trek between
the headwaters of the Missouri and the rivers flowing westward to the Pacific turned out to be the hardest part of the whole journey. They were the first to compile a general survey of the cultures of the Indian tribes in the Missouri River basin, the Rocky Mountains and the Northwest coast. They were also
the first to make an attempt to systematically record the meteorology of the West along with a less successful attempt to determine the latitude and longitude of significant geographical points along the
route.

Map of Lewis and Clark Track Across the Western Portion of North America. The original by William
Clark in 1810, copied and published by Samuel Lewis in 1814. Source: Library of Congress Geography & Map Division.
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2015 Winter Convention
January 29 & 30, 2015, at the Divots Conference Center
Norfolk, Nebraska
Hosts: Richard Johnson & Pete Johnson
2015 Summer Seminar
Fort Robinson, Nebraska
Hosts: Phil Curd & Jay Dubs
2016 Winter Convention
Grand Island, Nebraska
Host: Casey Sherlock
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Professional Surveyors Association of Nebraska
813 Marian Rose Ave.
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