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To	understand	Texas	Surveying	let’s	compare	surveying	in	the	
		

United	States	Public	Land	Survey	System	(US	PLSS)	
VS.	

Texas	
	

Start	with	two	historical	giants	

Thomas	Jefferson	
3rd	President	of	the	U.S.	

Stephen	F.	AusNn	
“Father	of	Texas”	

1793	To	1836	



US	Public	Land	Survey	System	originally	
proposed	by	Thomas	Jefferson	

	became	
Land	Ordinance	of	1785	

Then	
The	US	Public	Land	Survey	System	

Statue	of	Jefferson	at	University	of	Virginia	

Pain+ng	of	Aus+n	by		Henry	
Arthur	McArdle,	1873	

InstrucNons	to	Surveyors	
Based	upon	Empressario	AusNn	

And	the	
Colonial	Commissioner	

later	
Texas	General	Land	Office	

Commissioner	



Township	
-  6	miles	square	
SecNon	
-  1	mile	square	
-  640	acres	
-  80	chains	x	80	chains	
Gunter	Chain	
-  66	feet	
-  100	links	
Aliquot	Parts	–	standard	
subdivisions	of	a	sec+on	

SECTION	
640	acres	
6400	sq.ch.	

	

1	mile	=	80	chains	

1	m
ile	=	80	chains	

US	PUBLIC	LAND	SURVEY	SYSTEM	-	PLSS	

¼	corners	set	

NW/4	 NE/4	

SW/4	 SE/4	
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OFFICIAL	US	PLSS	TOWNSHIP	PLAT	–	GALLATIN	CO	-	MONTANA	

April	24,	1890	



Aus+n	experience	in	Missouri	with	his	Father	Moses	Aus+n	
	-	SFA	born	in	Virginia	–	raised	in	Missouri	
	-	li+ga+on	and	land	boundary	conflicts	

	
Aus+n	was	a	surveyor	and	acted	most	like	a	survey	coordinator	in	Texas	

	-	Texas	first	hydrographic	surveyor		(page	457	Aus+n	Papers)	
	
	
	
	
Great	Resource!	
AusNn	Papers	edited	by	Eugene	Barker	(Public	Domain)	
-	Online	=	HATHI	TRUST	Digital	Library	
Cita+on:		
APA	CitaNon	Aus+n,	M.	(192428).	The	Aus(n	papers.	Washington:	Govt.	
print.	off..		
MLA	CitaNon	Aus+n,	Moses,	1761-1821.	The	Aus+n	Papers.	Washington:	
Govt.	print.	off.,	192428	
	
Link	to	Aus+n	Papers:	
	 hip://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/004570145	
	



AusNn	Colonies	-	Extents	

Dallas-Fort	Worth	

Houston	
AusNn	

AUSTIN	COLONIES	–	Extent	of	contracted	Areas	



AusNn	Colony	for	300	families	approved	and	surveying	addressed	



TEXAS	SURVEYING	UNITS	

5000	varas	

5000	varas	

1	LABOR	
177.136	acres	

1000	varas	x	1000	varas	
1	LEAGUE	
25	Labors	

4428.402	acres	
25,000,000	sq.	varas	

1	SECTION	
640	acres	

1000	sq.	varas	

1900.8	varas	

1900.8	varas	

1	vara	=	33	1/3	inches	
0.36	varas	=	1	foot	

NOTE:	Leagues	almost	never	are	subdivided	into	labors	in	pracNce	



	
Forma+on	of	the	General	Land	Office	(GLO)	–	Headed	by	Land	
Commissioner	
§  GLO	Organized	vacant	land	into	Districts	(then	Coun+es)	and	headed	by	District	

Surveyor	
§  Surveying	performed	by	Deputy	Surveyors	

§  Survey	required	for	claiming	land	–	along	with	fees		
§  Claim	to	land	by	various	means	(a	few	examples)	

-  Headright:		Land	based	on	classes	and	+me	of	entry	to	Texas	
-  Head	of	family	=	1	league	+	1	labor	(4605.538	acres)	
-  Single	male	=	1/3	of	league	(1476.134	acres)	

-  Bounty:	Military	service	(pay)	
-  Dona+on:	Military	service	per	baile	

	



Pages	818	and	819	
of	AusNn	Papers	



Horatio Chriesman 

Austin Colony Surveyor 



Texas	General	Land	Office	
Map	type:	Sketch	
Title:	Surveys	in	Aus+n’s	Colony	
along	east	bank	of	Mill	Creek	
Sketch	Number:	216	
Brazoria	County	
Surveyor:	Hora+o	Chriesman	
Date:	1827	
	
Near	present	day	Bellville,	Texas	
	
Hora+o	Chriesman	later	would	later	
call	for		the	Texian	Consulta+on	and	
Conven+on	at	San	Felipe	de	Aus+n	
in	1832	–	which	resulted	in	the	
eventual	War	with	Mexico	and	the	
forma+on	of	the	Na+on	of	Texas	
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FIELD	NOTE	EXAMPLE	
Field	Notes	for	One-half	league	and	One-half	

labor	of	land	(Sept.	1853)	
For:	Heirs	of	Emily	M.	Perry	(daughter	of	SFA)	
Surveyor:	Robert	G.	Mills,	District	Surveyor,	Brazoria	
District	

Survey	Dimensions:		
		2528	varas	by	5139	varas	
2301.2	acres	(this	survey)	

-------------	
1/2	league	=				2214.2	acres	
1	labor	=						88.55	acres	

Total	2302.75	acres	(Texas	defined)	
Beginning	at	a	corner	post	133	varas	South	of	
the	NE/c	of	S.F.	Aus+ns	League	and	a	half	
Survey	on	Oyster	creek	East	of	Groces	Survey	–	
Thence	South	with	the	East	boundary	of	said	
Aus+ns	Survey	2528	varas	to	a	post	for	corner	
Thence	East	5139	varas	to	a	mulbery	post	from	
which	a	bend	in	Guy?	Bayou	brs	S20°E	about	
150	varas	distant	Thence	North	at	280	varas	
crosssed	Long	Point	Slough	at	2528	varas	set	a	
post	for	corner	(this	line	passes	through	the	
lower	part	of	fine	stand	of	+mber	–	Thence	
West	5139	varas	to	the	place	of	beginning	
containing	one	half	of	a	League	and	one	half	of	
a	labor	of	land.		One	quarter	of	the	league	
arable.	The	balance	pasture	land.	
	
Chainers:	N.B.	Grissom	and	A.	Holt	
	
This	survey	later	corrected---	
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MAIN	DIFFERENCE	BETWEEN	SYSTEMS	
AT	THE	POINT	OF	TRANSFER	OF	RIGHTS	

FROM		
GOVERNMENT	TO	PRIVATE	OWNERSHIP:	

-------------	
US	PLSS	=	SIMULTANEOUS	CONVEYANCE	OF	TOWNSHIP	
§  All	36	secNons	created	instantly	at	approval	
§  SecNons	or	parts	of	secNons	granted	to	individuals	
§  Requires	considerable	government	money	and	resources	to	survey	US	public	lands	
§  Remote	chance	of	vacancies	or	unclaimed	land	–	if	done	by	the	rules	
§  No	Junior/Senior	rights	between	secNons	
§  Property	descripNon	by	aliquot	parts	

-------------	
TEXAS	=	SEQUENTIAL	CONVEYANCE	PER	INDIVIDUAL	SURVEY	
§  Survey	cost	paid	for	by	individual	claimant	
§  Creates	Junior/Senior	rights	between	tracts	
§  Possibility	of	vacancies	(land	sNll	owned	by	State	of	Texas)	between	tracts	
§  Property	require	metes	and	bounds	for	descripNon	



Texas	under	six	flags	–	France,	Spain,	Mexico,	Texas	Na+on,	United	States	of	America,	
Confederate	States	of	America	
	
Texas	came	into	the	US	as	a	28th	state	in	1845	by	treaty	(the	only	state	to	do	so)	-	
land	rich,	cash	poor.		US	Gov’t	assumed	Texas	debt	–	but	it	gave	up	claims	outside	of	
today’s	borders.		Texas	retained	ownership	of	its	land.	
	
Stafford	v.	King	-	30	Tex	257	–	April	1867	–	Cherokee	County,	Texas	
"Course	and	distance	are	the	most	unreliable	calls;	distance	is	less	reliable	than	course,	
because	of	the	mistakes	of	the	officers,	over	which	the	locator	has	no	control;	but	of	
natural	and	ar(ficial	objects	the	locator	can	take	note	on	the	ground;	hence	the	
general	rule,	that	course	and	distance	yield	to	natural	objects;	while,	under	certain	
circumstances,	course	and	distance	may	control,	yet	generally	they	are	but	guides	to	
the	other	calls.	The	actual	iden(fica(on	of	the	survey,	the	footsteps	of	the	surveyor	
upon	the	ground,	should	always	be	followed,	by	whatever	rule	they	may	be	traced."	
	
Hogue	v.	Baker	(1898)	Texas	Supreme	Court	declared	no	more	vacant	land	–	all	
remaining	“un-appropriated”	land	was	set	aside	for	the	benefit	of	public	schools	–	the	
permanent	school	fund”	
	
Discovery	of	Oil	–	Spindletop	1901	
–	Vacancies	hunters	and	li+ga+on	


