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òDude, what exactly qualifies you to 
talk about legal descriptions?ó 
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28½ years

H. A. Sime and Associates
Tomah, Wisconsin

PRIVATE PRACTICE
SURVEY WORK

A good share of my work had 
to do with either reading or 

writing legal descriptions







Reading legal descriptions

Interpreting legal descriptions

Writing legal descriptions

49 years



One of the more challenging 
aspects of my job is interpreting 

legal descriptions in deeds!



For your convenience, many of your 

questions have already  been 
included in this session!



òSo, Bryan, what's the agenda for today?ó



1) Purpose of  legal descriptions
 
2) Who writes legal descriptions?
 
3) Types of  legal descriptions
     A) Rectangular survey 
 B) Recorded subdivisions
 C) Metes and bounds

4) Problems and Challenges

5) A different kind of  description
 

Todayõs Outline: 



1) The purpose of legal descriptions



Why are legal descriptions written?

To provide a clear, 
orderly and legal

way of 
identifying the 
boundaries of

 a parcel of land. 



If I want to own a piece of land, 

I need to identify the perimeter of 
what I am acquiring



Orderly 
and 

Legal

To protect 
landowner rights



ü Between Grantor (seller) 
and Grantee (buyer)

ü For specified piece of property

ü Compensation

ü Dated

ü Notarized signatures
ü Who drafted the document

OFFICIAL DOCUMENTATION:

Orderly and Legal



Orderly and Legal

Public Record







Recorded in the Register of Deeds Office

Safe

Secure

Public Record



We have orderly 
and legalé..

é.but what aboutéé



Thatõs where things get interestingé..



Sometimes legal descriptions 
aren't always clear.

Many are written by 
underqualified/ 

unqualified individuals



òHEY BRYAN, WHO WRITES LEGAL 

DESCRIPTIONS?ó



WHO WRITES THESE THINGS?

Landowners

RealtorsAttorneys

Land Surveyors

Utility companies

Government agencies

Title People Loan Officers



Diverse abilities



Different knowledge and 

skill levels creates 

different qualities of descriptions



And that can create problems for 
future users of those descriptions.

Gaps Overlaps Ambiguities



1) Rectangular Survey

2) Subdivisions
(Major and Minor)

3) Metes and Bounds

BASIC categories of legal descriptions:



DESCRIPTIONS OF THE 
RECTANGULAR SURVEY

TYPES OF LEGAL DESCRIPTIONS



Rectangular Survey

Land Ordinance of 1785

Set up a standardized system 
whereby settlers could purchase 

title to farmland in the undeveloped west

Championed by Thomas Jefferson

Yeoman farmers

160 acres



PUBLIC LAND 
SURVEY SYSTEM 
PLSS

Townships =

Roughly gridded 6 by 6

mile squares.

Sections = Roughly 

gridded 1 by 1

mile squares.



Sections = Roughly 

gridded 1 by 1

mile squares.

Townships =

Roughly gridded 6 by 6

mile squares.

PUBLIC LAND 
SURVEY SYSTEM 
PLSS



THE CORNERS ESTABLISHED BY THE PLSS

Roughly ½ mile intervals ð NOT the Center of Section

Point of commencement 
for most descriptions
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Ideally, a standard section is:
Å 5280 feet wide/deep
Å Contains 640 acres
Å Each quarter is 160 acres

5280õ

5
2
8
0
õ



One Mile ð 5280õ

Ideally, a standard PLSS 
Section has 16 forty -acre 
ƣƖċĦƣƚШťŰŸƽŰШċƚШљΠΜƚњ



Converging Meridians

Correction Lines



The Equipment of the Time

COMPASS
CHAIN



ORIGINAL CORNERS OF THE PLSS

Wood posts 

(most 

cases)

Bearing trees



= SECTION CORNER

22

= QUARTER CORNER





When a surveyor is tasked with locating 
the interior lines of a Section, the law 

requires that we break the Section down 
in a prescribed way. 
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.

.

.

.

Connect opposite ¼ corners to 
establish the center of Section.

Connect opposite midpoints of 
the quarter Section  to establish 

љΠΜњШĦŸƖŰĲƖƚЮ

Any extra land is distributed equally
Any deficiency is distributed equally.

Why are surveyors instructed to 
subdivide as Section this way?
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Bryan Meyer La Crosse County Surveyor

I told you all that to tell you this: 
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CREDIT: Rockford Map Publs., Inc.

Section 28, T15N, R5W,
Town of Washington

La Crosse County, WI

240 + 240 + 160 = 640 acres

According to the plat book, 
ƣőŔƚШŔƚШċШљŰŸƖůċũњШÉĲĦƣŔŸŰШ

containing 640 acres. 



Section 28, T15N, R5W

CREDIT: Rockford Map Publs., Inc.
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After PLSS Corners have 
been reestablished



Vincent and Dawn Hundt are being
assessed for 160 acres in the NE ¼

but, in reality, they enjoy 165.26
acres of land.



Section 34, T16N, R5W,
Town of Bangor

La Crosse County, WI

CREDIT: Rockford Map Publs., Inc.

40 + 120 + 400 + 80 = 640 acres

According to the plat book, 
ƣőŔƚШŔƚШċШљŰŸƖůċũњШÉĲĦƣŔŸŰШ

containing 640 acres. 



CREDIT: Rockford Map Publs., Inc.

Section 34, T15N, R6W

.

. . .

.

...



Public Land Survey System
corners are critical in

establishing the interior 
lines of a Section.



Public Land Survey System
corners frequently serve as

the Point of Commencement 
for most descriptions.



Every land survey that is 
completed in Wisconsin is 

required by law to be tied to 
two Public Land Survey System

corners.



There is genuine value in having a 
County Surveyor in your County to 

reestablish and maintain the corners 
of the Public Land Survey System



MORE DESCRIPTIONS OF THE 

RECTANGULAR SURVEY SYSTEM

Fractional Parts



FRACTIONAL PARTS OF A PLSS SECTION

When the Original 

Government 

Surveyors 

subdivided a 

township,

any error was left 

in the North

and West parts 

of a township.





FRACTIONAL PARTS OF A PLSS SECTION

Commonly abbreviated as:

Example: The Frac. 
NW¼ of  the Frac. NW¼

Frac. Or Fr.



FRACTIONAL 

PARTS 
OF A SECTION

Sometimes those 
Fractional

portions were 

LESS than 40 acres

36.66 
acres

35.60 
acres



FRACTIONAL 
PARTS 

OF A SECTION

Sometimes those 
Fractional

portions were 

MORE than 40 acres

44.32 acres



FRACTIONAL 
PARTS 

OF A SECTION

Sometimes those 

Fractional
portions were 

SO MUCH LESS 
they are Fractional Halves of 

a Quarter Section

68.60 
acres



MORE DESCRIPTIONS OF THE 

RECTANGULAR SURVEY SYSTEM

Government Lots



Government Lot: 

A part 

of a Section which 

has been altered by a 

body of  water.

#1 Rectangular Lands

GOVERNMENT LOTS



Government Lot: 

A part 

of a Section which 

has been altered by a 

body of  water.

#1 Rectangular Lands

GOVERNMENT LOTS



GOVERNMENT LOTS

#1 Rectangular Lands

Government Lot: 

A part 

of a Section which 

has been altered by a 

body of  water.



Government Lot: 

frequently 

abbreviated

as

GOVERNMENT LOTS

G. L. or Gov. Lot

#1 Rectangular Lands



EXAMPLE:

Government Lot 6, Section 34,
T17N, R6W, Town of Hamilton,

La Crosse County, Wisconsin.

GOVERNMENT LOTS

#1 Rectangular Lands



RECORDED PLATS

Certified Survey Map ï Typically 

4 parcels or less

Subdivision Plat ï Typically more 

than 4 parcels

(Major Subdivision)

(Minor Subdivision)



PART 2 - RECORDED PLATS



RECORDED

 PLAT

22ó x 30ó
paper

Recorded in the 
Register of Deeds

Office

Used to dedicate
streets, parks, etc.


