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Land Grants, Small Holding Claims, and Reservations, Part 1 
 

Introduction 

 

Hello my name is Paul Hickey, I am currently the BLM Indian Lands Surveyor stationed at the 

BIA Southwest Regional office in Albuquerque.  

 

Foreign Grants, Small 

Holding Claims, Private 

Claims, and Reservations

 
 

I started my survey career on a Forest Service Survey crew back in 1976.  I decided I liked it so I 

went to college for it and while a student at Oregon Institute of Technology, I got involved in the 

BLM co-op program and I signed on in 1979 and have been a BLM employee ever since.  

 

I hired on as a permanent employee and I have worked in Alaska, New Mexico, Oregon and then 

back in New Mexico. So I have worked in the field, I have worked in the Geographic Coordinate 

Database and I  have also worked as a reviewer. Iôve been in my current job for about 2 years. 
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Course Goals 

 

Alright well letôs get the formalities out of the way.  First of all I would like to go to the 

overhead here and go over the lesson goals.  Given a survey request, reestablish the required 

boundaries of foreign grant, small holding claim, private claim, or reservations according to 

laws, court decisions, and the Manual of Surveying Instructions.  

 

Then we will have to go over the lesson objectives that goes along with that, Iôll put that up on 

the overhead.  

 

Course Goals

Given a survey request, reestablish the 

required boundaries of foreign grants, small 

holding claims, private claim, or reservation 

according to laws, court decisions, and the 

Manual of Surveying Instructions, 1973.

 

Course Objectives 

 

And the lesson objectives we are going to describe the historical events impacting the resurvey 

of foreign grants, small holding claims, private claims, and reservations. Then we are going to 

identify and analyze the various title and survey records related to these types of surveys and 

explain where to find these records.   

 

Discuss the various dependent resurvey issues related to foreign grants, small holding claims, 

private claims, and reservations.    
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Course Objectives

ÅDescribe the historical events impacting the 

resurveys of foreign grants, small holding claims, 

private claims, and reservations.

ÅIdentify and analyze the various title and survey 

records related to these types of surveys and 

explain where to find these records.

ÅDiscuss the various dependent resurvey issues 

related to foreign grants, small holding claims, 

private claims, and reservations.

 
 

So, we are going to talk about historical events, we are going to talk about the records, and then 

we are going to talk about dependent resurvey. So we are going to spend quite a bit of time on 

history.  So were going to go right to that.   

 

History 

 

What I want you to do right now is just think back to your 11th grade history class and think 

about where you live and where you think it became part of the United States under what 

acquisition.  Was it from France, was it from Mexico, or from Russia?  And then we will go to 

the next slide and weôll see if you guessed right on that.   

 

So hereôs the next slide, you can see from this, if you live in the middle part of the United States 

you would live in an area that was came about under the Louisiana Purchase.  
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If you live in the Southwest it came from Mexico, then we have Texas down here.  Louisiana 

came from the French, part of the Louisiana Purchase.  So as you can see itôs very important to 

know where, how, where you live came from because there are many different survey types that 

came about because the United States, as they acquired this land their main goal was to protect 

the valid existing property rights to those that were already living there.  

Topics of Discussion 

 

The topics of discussion, we are going to talk about foreign grants; French, Russians ,Spanish 

and Mexican. We are going to be talking small holding claims, private claims, reservations, 

which include military reservations, Indian reservations, national parks, and monuments.  
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Topics of Discussion

ÅForeign Grants

ïFrench

ïRussian

ïSpanish and Mexican

ÅSmall Holding Claims

ÅPrivate Claims

ÅReservations

ïMilitary Reservations

ïIndian Reservations

ïNational Parks and Monuments
 

 

So you may not work on all of these in your career but there is a good chance youôll work on at 

least one of these types of surveys.  

 

Why do I need to know this? 

 

Why do cadastral surveyors need to know about these types of surveys?  Like I said before, 

thereôs a great possibility you will work on one of these during your career.  I think its important 

to know the history of the type of survey, especially if you work in New Mexico.  We have all 

these different types of surveys.  
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Why do Cadastral Surveyors 

need to know about these types 

of surveys? 
ÅThere is a great possibility that you will 

encounter at least one of these types of 
surveys sometime during your career.
ïEspecially in New Mexico ïwe have them all!

ÅJust in case you get bored with dealing 
with the nice neat ñsquaresò of the 
rectangular survey system.

 
 

We have land grants, Spanish grants, Mexican grants, military reservations, Indian reservations, 

small holding claims, and private claims. 

 

 So if you get bored with the nice neat squares of the rectangular survey system this is what you 

want to work on, these non-rectangular surveys. So Iôd like to go to the overhead again and just 

give an example.  

 

This is a map itôs a little hard to see but, this is a map showing just all the the grants that are right 

between Albuquerque, New Mexico, and Santa Fe.  There is probably about 25 or 30 of them.    

 

I have highlighted in yellow the ones that the BLM has recently done surveys relating to. We 

have the town of Alameda Grant right here, on the elmo. There is the Penticliff National 

Monument we did a survey on that, and it is inside of that, youôll notice that the white areas are 

not filled in with these squares. Or the sections of the PLSS rectangular survey system, but the 

white areas because they were patented as private land the GLO and BLM did not go inside and 

put the sections in, but fortunately within the Indian pueblos, they are shown here, all these 

different areas, they extended the public land survey system within those. So thatôs one of your 

keys, so if you see a big open area with no sections in it that was patented as a grant in its 

entirety to private individuals.  
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 History why is it important?   

 

As cadastral surveyors when we are resurveying the boundary of federal interest lands, we are 

required to restore the corners in their true original locations according to the best available 

evidence.  And that is a statement that is on our plats when we describe a resurvey. We are 

required to follow in the footsteps of the original surveyor.   

 

I know thatôs a clich® that we use a lot.  It is very important and it is sometimes difficult to 

follow in those steps to find the tracts from the original surveys.  

 

History: Why is it important?

ÅAs cadastral surveyors, resurveying the 
boundaries of federal interest lands, we are 
required to ñrestore the corners in their true 
original locations according to the best 
available evidence.ò

ÅWe must ñfollow in the footsteps of the 
original surveyorò (but itôs sometimes very 
difficult to find his tracks).

 
 

 

 

Curtis Brown who wrote some important books about boundary evidence, he states in his book 

that the federal law, the boundary of the public lands when approved and accepted are 

unchangeable.  That shows the necessity of understanding how the original surveyors set the 

boundaries.  Knowing how and why the surveyor established the line, where he did is the 

foundation for understanding where obliterated and lost corners should be reestablished. 
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History: Why is it important?

ÅCurtis Brown:
ïThe Federal law, ñthe boundaries of the public 

lands, when approved and accepted, are 
unchangeable,ò indicates the necessity of 
understanding how the original surveyor set 
the boundaries.

ïKnowing how and why a surveyor established 
the lines where he did is the foundation for 
understanding where obliterated and lost 
boundaries should be reestablished.

 

Land Grants 

 

Well why am I especially interested in Spanish land grants? Well the reason why is I live inside 

Spanish land grant, the town of Alameda grant which was established in 1710 and I can see 

another one across the Rio Grande, the Sandia Pueblo Grant established in 1748.   

 

Why am I especially interested 

in Spanish Land Grants?

I live inside a Spanish 
Land Grant (the Town 
of Alameda Grant, 
established 1710) and 
I can see another one 
across the Rio Grande 
(the Sandia Pueblo 
Grant, established 
1748).
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Looking at this photograph, this is a picture of the street where I live in Rio Rancho, New 

Mexico.  If you look in the foreground of the picture, itôs within the town of Alameda Grant.  If 

you look across the other side where itôs undeveloped that is the Sandia Pueblo Grant. Interesting 

thing about it.  

 

When the Sandia Pueblo Grant was established on the east side of the Rio Grande, they didnôt 

have enough land there to get their full amount to the west, so they came up with an agreement in 

the documentation that they would be able to graze their cattle, their live stock on the west side 

of the Rio Grande, forever.  Their descendents could do it forever.  

 

And I think it was interesting because I live in the subdivision on the west side and Iôve never 

seen any cattle or horses grazing in that area and I think that is because most of our yards are 

made of rock in Rio Rancho because its pretty dry.  I thought that was in interesting thing.  

 

Major Events 

 

Weôll talk about the major events related to foreign grants. We have 1803, the Louisiana 

Purchase from France, 1848 the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo with Mexico.  

 

Major events related to Foreign 

Grants
Å1803 ïLouisiana Purchase from France

Å1848 ïTreaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo with 

Mexico

Å1853 ïGadsen Purchase from Mexico

Å1867 ïAlaska Purchase from Russia

 
 

That was after the Mexican-American War. 1853, the Gadsen Purchase from Mexico, and the 

1867 Alaska Purchase from Russia.  So we are going to see how these events influence how we 

would survey, the types of surveys that are related to these foreign grants and these events.   

 

This is probably one of the most important slides I think in this presentation.  The protection of 

valid existing property rights.  
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Protection of Valid Existing

Property Rights

ÅIn the official language authorizing each 
acquisition, the United States agreed to 
honor all valid existing property rights.

ÅIn order to protect those rights, the 
government was required to survey and 
patent the claims so that the landowners 
could receive clear title to their lands. 

 
 

The official language authorizing each acquisition, the United States agreed to honor the valid 

existing property rights.  And I went through and looked at all these legislations, the 

documentation of these treaties and purchases and all of them talked about honoring these 

existing property rights and I think that is an important goal we have as surveyors, that we, the 

way we do our surveys we take into account the property rights, the valid existing property 

rights, and we protect those. In order to protect those rights the government was required to 

survey and patent the claims so the land owners could receive clear titles to their lands.  

 

French Grants 

 

French grants weôll talk about.  Article 3 of the Louisiana Purchase stated that the inhabitants of 

the ceded territory shall be maintained and protected in the free enjoyment of their liberty 

property.   
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French Grants
ÅArticle 3 of the Louisiana Purchase (April 

30, 1803) states:
ïñThe inhabitants of the ceded territory é shall 

be maintained and protected in the free 
enjoyment of their liberty, property, and 
Religion which they profess.ò 

ÅThe Acts of 1806:
ïCalled for the survey of private claims within 

the Louisiana Territory.  Settlers were to pay 
deputy surveyors $3 per mile.

 
 

I bolded property because thatôs what we are concerned about here as surveyors, and religion 

which they profess. The Act of 1806, called for the survey of private claims within the Louisiana 

Purchase, and settlers were set to pay deputy surveyors 3 dollars per mile.  Our costs have gone 

up a little bit since then but thatôs what it was back in 1806.  

 

Further, with French Grants there is an Act of 1811 that provided special instructions for the 

survey of these grants.   The grants that bordered on any river, creek, bayou, or water course.  Of 

course most of these grants were along the rivers because that was their transportation and their 

water for living and for farming.  
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French Grants

ÅAct of 1811, Sec. 5:
ïProvided special instructions for the survey of French 
and Spanish grants ñbordering on any river, creek, 
bayou, or water-course.ò

ïTracts were not to exceed 40 arpents in depth, French 
measure.   French river tracts traditionally contained 
five arpents river frontage and 40 arpents depth, or 
200-square arpens in area.

ïDeputy surveyors were instructed to lay out tracts of 
14.50 chains x 116.25 chains = 168.56 acres (See 
Figure 23, A History of the Rectangular Survey 
System)

 
 

An important thing, the tracts were not to exceed 40 arpents depths French major.  We will talk 

about what an arpent is later. 

 

The French river tracts usually contain 5 arpents river frontage and 40-arpents depth. Or 200 

square arpents in area.  Deputy surveyors were instructed to lay out tracks that were 14.5 chains 

by 116.25 chains, so they were long skinny lots, tracts is what they laid out.  In Al Whiteôs 

History of Rectangular Survey System, he talks about these French Grants.  
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This is the slide of the typical grants along the river.  You can see they are long and skinny.  You 

may run into something like this.   

 

Iôd like to go the overhead and just show you the results of these French Grants.  This an aerial 

photo where you can see the river going through and you can see all these long skinny lots 

extending out from the rivers.   

 

So itôs very interesting how these French Grants, how the land patterns developed, based on what 

the surveyors were instructed to survey, and that was the traditional way of doing it.  That way 

more people had river frontage that way even though they had a smaller amount.  But more 

settlers could have access to the river.  
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French Grants
ÅAn arpent is technically an area measurement, 

but by common usage it became known as the 
length of one side of a square arpent.

ÅArpents varied in size in different states.  In 
Louisiana:
ï1 arpent = 0.845 acre

ï1 side of a square arpent =  191.85 feet = 2.91 chains

ÅAll the ñFrench Tractsò and private land claims 
within Louisiana townships were given section 
numbers.  (See Figure 24, A History of the 
Rectangular Survey System) 

 
 

 

Weôll talk about what arpents are.  Arpents are a type of measurement that you might not be 

familiar with, but itôs technically an area measurement.   

 

But with common usage it became known as the length of one side of a square arpent.  So 

arpents vary in size in different states.  But in Louisiana where we were talking about the French 

Grants here, one arpent was about 0.845 acres. One side of a square arpent would be 191.85 feet 

or 2.91 chains.  All the French tracts and private claims within Louisiana townships were given 

section numbers in some of the townships.  I have a figure from Al Whiteôs history book.  
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 If you take a look here, itôs not something we are used to seeing, but if you look here all these 

we start, with section 39 up here then we have 40, and 41 and they go all the way through. Weôre 

used to seeing townships with 36 sections and these were given section numbers along the river. 

It is something unique to that area that you might run across. Thatôs something to be aware of.  

 

Russian Grants 

 

Alright I would like to go to the next slide and talk about Russian Grants.  In 1867, the U.S. 

purchased Alaska from Russia for 7.2 million dollars in gold.   

 



 

Non-Rectangular Surveys Page 16 
 

Russian Grants

ÅIn 1867, the United States purchased 
Alaska from Russia for $7.2 million in gold.

ÅThe Act of March 30, 1867 (15 Stat. 539), 
Article 2, states that all lands are ceded to 
the U.S., except ñprivate individual 
property.ò
ïArticle 2 also says that the churches built by 
the Russian government ñshall remain the 
property of such members of the Greek 
Oriental Church resident in the territory, as 
may choose to worship therein.ò 

 
 

I was thinking about that and now days thatôs about what the salary of a 2nd string relief pitcher 

in the major leagues is.  But back in 1867 that was a lot of money, 7.2 million.  People thought 

the U.S. was pretty foolish for buying Alaska.  But we found out over the years that they were 

wrong about that.  The Act of March 30, 1867, is the legislation that talks about the Russian, the 

purchase of Russia, or the purchase of Alaska from Russia.  

 

It states that all lands are ceded to the U.S. except private individual property, and there that is 

again, we talked about it earlier, emphasizing protecting valid existing property.  And there it is 

in the wording of this document.   
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Russian Grants

ÅIn Alaska, the government surveyed valid 

Russian claims by metes and bounds and 

identified them as U.S. Surveys.

ïSee U.S. Survey No. 474, Russian Greek 

Church Mission Reserve at Three Saints Bay 

(now Old Harbor) on Kodiak Island.

 
 

Article Two also states that the church is built by the Russian Government ñshall remain 

property of such members of the Greek Oriental Church, residents in the territory may choose to 

worship therin.ò 

 

In Alaska, the Government surveyed valid Russian claims by metes and bounds, and identified 

them as U.S. Surveys. Mike Harmening has spoken earlier.  He gave me a copy of one of those 

U.S. Surveys that shows a Russian Greek Church mission reserve, at Three Saints Bay, or now 

Old Harbor on Kodiak Island. So here is a copy of that plat.   
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Itôs interesting you can see that there are ties to the cross on the mission church which might be 

one of the things that you would have to do to reestablish the corner. All these corners have a tie 

up to the cross on top of the church. So I thought that was kind of interesting.  So this is one of 

the examples that I found of the Russian Grants in Alaska.  

 

At the height of the Russian America, the Russian population only reaches 700. So you know the 

size of Alaska, there were only 700 Russians at that time that they thought they owned it, or they 

didnôt because they sold it to us.  

 

The local Alaska Natives did not believe the Russians were entitled to sell Alaska but they sold it 

anyway. So Alaska Native claims were not fully addressed until the latter half of the 20th 

century.  With the signing of the Alaska Natives Settlement Claim Act.  And you as surveyors in 

Alaska know all about that. That really got us on board for a lot of surveying activities, because 

of that.  
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Russian Grants

ÅAt the height of Russian America, the 
Russian population only reached 700.

ÅThe local Alaska Natives did not believe 
the Russians were entitled to sell Alaska, 
but they sold it anyway.

ÅAlaska Native claims were not fully 
addressed until the latter half of the 20th

Century, with the signing of the Alaska 
Native Claims Settlement Act.

 

Spanish and Mexican Grants 

 

Now we will move on to Spanish and Mexican Grants.  I have quite a bit about this, because Iôm 

more familiar with this, living in New Mexico.   

 

Spanish and Mexican Grants

ÅTreaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ïFebruary 2, 

1848 (9 Stat. 922):

ïEnded the Mexican-American War and ceded 

335 million acres to the U.S., in all or parts of 

the present-day states of New Mexico, 

Colorado, Wyoming, Utah, Arizona, Nevada 

and California.
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What I would like to talk about first is the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo; it was February 2, 1848.  

Iôve provided the statue there so you can look it up yourself, and on all of these it is very 

interesting to read the actual wording in the documents. This treaty ended the Mexican-American 

War and ceded 335 million acres to the U.S. and all or parts of the present-day states of New 

Mexico, Colorado, Wyoming, Utah, Arizona, Nevada, and California. 

 

Well letôs look at this map here.  Itôs a very interesting map.  It shows all of the territory that 

belonged to Mexico, before the Mexican War.  

 

 
 

As you can see which I found interesting is that everything east of the Rio Grande was actually 

part of Texas. And thatôs why I have figured out thatôs why the people down there in Roswell 

kind of talk that way, and they say ñyaôllò and stuff.  Thatôs because itôs always been part of 

Texas over there until it became a part of the state of New Mexico. Iôll just point out on this the 

area the southwestern United States, and that is the part that is ceded to the United States, as a 

result of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.  So weôre going to talk about what happened in that 

area.  
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The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, that was a town in Mexico, 1848.  Articles 8 and 9 of the 

treaty provided for the protection of the property rights.   

 

Spanish and Mexican Grants

ÅTreaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 1848:
ïArticles 8 and 9 of the Treaty provided for the 

protection of the property rights of Mexican nationals 
living within the ceded territory.

ïArticle 8 states: ñMexicans now established in 
territories previously belonging to Mexico, é shall be 
free to continue where they now reside, é retaining 
the property which they possess in the said 
territorieséò

ïThe U.S. was required to recognize title to all valid 
Spanish and Mexican land grants. 

 
 

There is that word property rights of Mexican Nationals living within the ceded territory.  We 

have seen so far that the wording for the Louisiana Purchase mentioned property rights and the 

Russian Purchase mentioned property rights and here we have it again in the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo.   

 

Article 8 of that Treaty, states ñMexicans now established in the territories, previously belonging 

to Mexico, shall be free to continue where they now reside, retaining the property which they 

possess in the aid territoriesò.  The U.S was required to recognize title to all valid Spanish and 

Mexican Land Grants. And we will learn more about that.   
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Spanish and Mexican Grants

ÅThe Gadsen Purchase ï1853: 

ïAdded an additional 19 million acres in 

present-day New Mexico and Arizona and 

contained the same provisions for protecting 

property rights as the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo. 

 
 

Also in the Gadsen Purchase which took place in 1853, that added an additional 19 million acres 

in present day New Mexico and Arizona.  Thatôs way down on the southern border there and that 

had the same provisions for protecting the property rights as the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.   

 

These are some important dates.  It just shows the long history in New Mexico.  1598, Spain 

began to colonize New Mexico.  1610, Santa Fe was established as the capital.  There is still a 

building called the Palace of Governors, which was the original capital building and it is still 

standing there.   
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Spanish and Mexican Grants

ÅTimeline:
ï1598 - Spain begins colonization of New Mexico

ï1610 ïSanta Fe established as capital of New Mexico (oldest in 
U.S.)

ï1680 ïPueblo Revolt, Spanish records destroyed, Spanish 
retreat to El Paso

ï1684 ïFirst written authority to make Spanish land grants

ï1692 ïSpain reconquers New Mexico, reestablishes capital in 
Santa Fe

ï1706 ïAlbuquerque established

ï1821 ïMexican independence from Spain

ï1848 ïTreaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo

ï1853 ïGadsen Purchase

 
 

The oldest capital in the United States is in Santa Fe.  1680, there was a Pueblo Revolt, the 

Spanish had come in and tried to colonize and they had brought priests in and they tried to 

convert the local Indians.  The Pueblos got together and they revolted against the Spanish and 

drove the Spanish out and many of the Spanish records were destroyed.  The Spanish retreated 

down to El Paso, Texas.   

 

In 1684, there was the first written authority to make Spanish Land Grants. Then 1692, Spain re-

conquered New Mexico, and they reestablished the capital in Santa Fe.  In 1706, Albuquerque 

was established; they just had their 300th anniversary.  1821, Mexican Independence from Spain.  

1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and then, 1853 the Gadsen Purchase. So a lot of history 

in New Mexico relating to these land claims.  
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Types of Grants 

 

Weôll move on here to the types of grants.  There was two main types of Spanish and Mexican 

Land Grants.   

 

Types of Grants
ÅTwo main types of Spanish and Mexican 

land grants:

ïPrivate grants ïto individuals

ïCommunity grants ïto groups of individuals

 
 

There was private grants to individuals to some person that might have done something for the 

King or for the Governor where they would be rewarded with a grant of land.  That would be a 

private grant.  Then there are community grants that were granted for groups of individuals that 

were building a village or getting together to start a town.   
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Types of Grants
ÅFor community grants, procedures also 

provided for the establishment of towns 
centered around a central plaza, with 
home lots, each entitled to an allotment of 
farming land - later known as Small 
Holding Claims.

ÅDuring the colonization of California, 
grants were also given for missions 
(religious), presidios (military), pueblos 
(civil), and ranchos (individuals).

 
 

And for community grants there were procedures that provided for establishment of towns 

centered around a central plaza with home lots and they are each entitled to an allotment of 

farming and some of these later became known as small holding claims which weôll talk about 

later.  

 

Then there are community grants that were granted for groups of individuals that were building a 

village or getting together to start a town.  During the colonization of California, grants were also 

given for Missions, they were religious grants.  Presidioôs which are military grants.   

 

Then they have Pueblos, which were civil, and Ranchos to those individuals. So there is a lot of 

that in California and New Mexico and Arizona.  So these are the areas that you would run into 

these types of grants.  I think it is very interesting how they went about obtaining a Spanish 

Grant.  
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Obtaining a Spanish Grant 

 

Typical procedures were they would have to write a petition to the governor, the governor would 

issue an order to the Alcalde Minor to investigate, he was kind of like a political leader there.   

 

Obtaining a Spanish Grant

ÅTypical procedures for obtaining a Spanish 
land grant:
ïWritten petition to the Governor.

ïGovernor issued an order for the alcalde mayor to 
investigate.

ïAlcalde notified neighboring Indians and Spaniards 
who were cited to appear at the land if they had any 
adverse claims to petition.

ïAlcalde examined the land in presence of adverse 
claimants, made a sketch map of the proposed grant, 
and submitted a report to the governor.

 
 

He would investigate it and the Alcalde would notify the neighboring Indians and Spaniards and 

they were to appear on the land if they had any adverse claims against that petition. Now the 

Alcalde would examine the land in presence of the adverse claimants and make a sketch map of 

the proposed grant and submit it to the governor.   

 

I havenôt seen any examples of these sketch maps but those would be very interesting to come 

across and it might be helpful for somebody that may have to reestablish part of that grant.  

 

The governor once he got the application for the grant, would examine the papers and if he was 

convinced that the lands were vacant, public domain with no conflicting claims a title of 

possession was prepared it stated the limits of the land grant. Then possession was delivered at a 

ceremony attended by the Alcalde, two Spanish witnesses, the grantee and the neighboring 

Indians.   

 

The Alcalde pointed out the boundaries to the grantee. Who, this is interesting, who tore up grass 

and threw rocks and all that were present then shouted, ñLong live the King!ò And that signified 

that the grantee was now an undisputed possession and I thought well this canôt be real.   

 



 

Non-Rectangular Surveys Page 27 
 

Obtaining a Spanish Grant
ïGovernor examined the papers and, if convinced that 

the lands were vacant public domain with no 
conflicting claims, a title of possession was prepared 
stating the limits of the land grant.

ïPossession was delivered at a ceremony attended by 
the alcalde, two Spanish witnesses, the grantee and 
the neighboring Indians.  The alcalde pointed out the 
boundaries to the grantee who tore up grass and 
threw rocks.  All present then shouted, ñLong live 
the King!òthus signifying that the grantee was now in 
undisputed possession.

ïAfter living and laboring on the land four years, the 
grantee obtained title from the King of Spain.

 
 

Well I looked at some of the wording from some of the actual documents they had been 

translated from Spanish and that is exactly what they said; everybody tore up grass, threw rocks, 

and shouted, ñLong live the King!ò  I think back now and if this was now a days, people would 

probably throw rocks at the surveyor and I donôt know if they would shout, ñlong live the 

president.ò  Anyway thatôs pretty interesting.   

 

After they had lived and labored on the land for four years the grantee obtained title from the 

King of Spain. So a lot of this was going on back in the 1600s and the 1700s. Mostly the 1700s 

and weôll find out how that played out as the United States took possession of this area.  
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Pueblo Indian Grants 

 

We also want to talk about Pueblo Indian Grants.  The Pueblo Indians were living in New 

Mexico and they were not migratory Indians they didnôt travel around.  

 

Pueblo Indian Grants

ÅSpain also issued land grants to the Pueblo Indians in 
New Mexico.

ÅñFormalò pueblo grant = 1 league in each direction of the 
four winds (N, S, E, W) measured from the village church, 
or 4 square leagues in area.
ï1 league = 5,000 varas = 2.6 miles

ï1 vara = 33 inches = 2.75 feet

ÅEach side of grant = 2 x 5,000 x 2.75 = 27,500 feet
ïArea = 27,500 x 27,500 = 756, 250, 000 square feet / 43,560 = 

17, 361 acres

ÅThe actual size of the 19 confirmed pueblo grants varied 
from 13,520 (Nambe) to 110,080 acres (Isleta). 

 
 

Nomadic, I guess the word is.  They lived in villages they were very advanced. They had their 

own irrigation system, they called them acaciaôs now over there.  So, Spain decided they would 

give these formal grants to the Pueblo Indians that lived there. A formal grant, Pueblo Grant, 

pueblo means village in Spanish, would be one league in each direction of the four winds; north, 

south, east, west.  Measured from the village church or Four Square Leagues.   

 

Iôve worked it out on the slide here. The size of the vara, a league is about 2.6 miles.  So each 

side of the grant would measure out to a league in each direction but anyway it ends up being a 

formal pueblo grant would be about 17,361 acres.  Well the actual size of the nineteen confirmed 

pueblo grants in New Mexico varied from about 13,520 at Nambe to 110,080 acres at Isleta.  

Some of the reasons for this were that they might not be feasible for them to get their grant in all 

four directions because there might be owners that somebody else might have owned land in the 

west, north, south, or east and thatôs what happened in the Sandia Grant which we talked about a 

little bit earlier.    

 

 

  



 

Non-Rectangular Surveys Page 29 
 

Spanish and Mexican Grants 

 

The Spanish period in New Mexico lasted 223 years from 1598 until Mexico gained 

independence in 1821.  

 

Spanish and Mexican Grants

ÅSpanish period in New Mexico lasted 223 years -
from 1598 until Mexico gained independence in 
1821.

ÅIn 1821, Mexico opened trade with the United 
States via the Santa Fe Trail.

ÅPopulation expanded and the Mexicans began 
issuing numerous land grants, many large in 
size, and more to communities than to 
individuals.

 
 

In 1821, Mexico opened up trade with the United States by the Santa Fe Trail and thatôs when 

things really started opening up down in New Mexico and the southwest.  

 

The population started expanding and the Mexicans began to issue numerous land grants to 

develop the land. Many of those grants were very large and most of them were to communities 

rather than individuals.   
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Spanish and Mexican Grants

ÅThe Mexican period ended in 1848 with the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and it was now 
time for the U.S. to sort out the land claims.

ÅIn 27 years (1821-1848), Mexico issued more 
land grants, containing greater area, than Spain 
had in its 223 years (1598-1821) of occupation.

ÅOf the 800-plus California rancho grants made, 
Spain granted approximately 30 and the rest 
were granted by Mexico.

 
 

The Mexican period ended in 1848 with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo as we talked about. 

And it was time then for the U.S. to sort out the land claims because they said they would honor 

existing property rights.   

 

In summary, in 27 years, Mexico was in possession of New Mexico and that area of the 

southwest. They issued more land grants containing greater area than Spain had issued in its 223 

years, since 1598, since they had occupied it.   

 

Of the 800 plus California Rancho Grants made, Spain granted approximately 30 and the rest 

were granted by Mexico.  So I found that pretty interesting.   
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Spanish and Mexican Grants in California 

 

They were pretty good in California they knew they had to get on this right away, in 1848 was 

the Treaty.   

 

Spanish and Mexican Grants

in California
ÅAct of March 3, 1851 (9 Stat. 631): ñAn Act to Ascertain 
and Settle Private Land Claims in the State of Californiaò:
ïEstablished Board of Land Commissioners.

ïBurden of proof placed on individuals seeking confirmation of 
private land claims.

ïAverage time from petition to patent was 17 years (some took 35-
40 years).

ï604 claims confirmed in California (containing approx. 9 million 
acres); 190 claims rejected.

ïOnce confirmed, survey of land was performed, at claimantôs 
expense.

ïPatent issued after survey approved (not always to the original 
claimant).

 
 

1851 they came up with an Act to settle private land claims in the state of California.  They 

established a board of land commissioners.  The burden of proof was placed on the individual 

seeking confirmation for their land claim. The average time from petition to patent was 17 years 

and some took 35 to 40 years to get through. There were 604 claims confirmed in California and 

they contained 9,000,000 acres. 190 claims were rejected.  

 

Once confirmed, the survey of the land was performed at the claimantôs expense and a patent 

was issued after the survey was approved but it wasnôt always issued to the original claimant 

because it took so many years to get a lot of them through.   
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Spanish and Mexican Grants In New Mexico 

 

They finally had an Act in 1854 that established the Office of the Surveyor General of New 

Mexico. And he had quite a few duties but among his duties were to ascertain the origin nature 

character in extent of all claims to land under the law, usages,  and customs of Spain and 

Mexico.  

Spanish and Mexican Grants

in New Mexico
ÅAct of July 22, 1854 (10 Stat. 308):
ïEstablished the office of Surveyor General of New Mexico

ÅSurveyor Generalôs duties were to:
ïAscertain ñthe origin, nature, character, and extent of all 

claims to lands under the laws, usages, and customs of 
Spain and Mexico.ò

ïSubmit a recommendation for each claim to the Secretary 
of the Interior who would forward it to Congress for final 
action.

ÅIf Congress decided to confirm the grant, an official 
survey would be made and a patent issued. 

 
 

So he was to sort out these land claims that were made to the Mexicans and the Spanish before it 

became part of the United States.  He was to submit a recommendation for each claim to the 

Secretary of Interior who would forward it to Congress for final action. If Congress decided to 

confirm the grant, an official survey would be made and a patent would be issued.  

 



 

Non-Rectangular Surveys Page 33 
 

Spanish and Mexican Grants in

New Mexico
ÅLand Claims Confirmed by Congress, 1854-

1880:
ï180 non-Indian claims presented to Surveyor General, 

approximately 135 transmitted to Congress, and only 
46 confirmed (containing approx. 8.6 million acres).

ïIn addition, Congress confirmed 18 Pueblo Indian 
Claims (containing approx. 567, 000 acres).

ïConfirmed grants ranged in size from 57.18 acres 
(Gaspar Ortiz Grant) to 1,714, 764.94 acres (Maxwell 
Grant ïsize of about 74 townships).

 
 

There was the land claims, Congress confirmed the Spanish and Mexican Land Grants between 

1854 up to 1880.  There was 180 non-Indian claims presented to the Surveyor General.  

Approximately 135 made it to Congress and only 46 of them got confirmed.  They contained 

approximately 8.6 million acres.  Additionally, Congress confirmed 18 Pueblo Grants containing 

approximately 567,000 acres.  The grants that were confirmed by Congress ranged in size from 

57.18 acres all the way up to 1,714,764.94 acres and that was the Maxwell Grant.  To put that in 

perspective, I figured out the size of an average township and figured that is about 74 townships 

so thatôs a very large grant and weôll find out that how this came about.  
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Difficulties 

 

Difficulties that the Surveyor General encountered relating to these grants because he had to 

examine the grant titles that followed unfamiliar principles of law.   Mexican laws.  That is how 

these grants were originally granted under. He had to evaluate evidence that was in a foreign 

language which was Spanish.  He had to ascertain the grant boundaries that were usually 

described by reference to natural objects which could not be located with certainty.  

 

Spanish and Mexican Grants in

New Mexico
ÅDifficulties encountered by Surveyor 

General:
ïExamination of grant titles required application of unfamiliar 

principles of law (Spanish and Mexican).

ïEvaluation of evidence in a foreign language (Spanish).

ïAscertaining grant boundaries usually described by 
reference to natural objects which could not be located with 
certainty.

ïAdjudication of titles was only one of the duties of the 
understaffed and underequipped Surveyor Generalôs office.

ïPrimary duty was to supervise the extension of the 
rectangular survey system for the settlement of the public 
domain. 

 
 

The Spanish and this statement right here is very important because it has been the source of 

many controversies over the years. Probably the last couple hundred years because they were 

described by these natural objects and nobody could figure out which exact objects they were 

talking about.  

 

Another thing the Surveyor General had to do was adjudicate the titles and that was only one of 

the duties of the understaffed, and under-equipped Surveyor Generals office had to do.  That 

sounds familiar, under-budget, under-staffed, not enough time that was the same back in the 

1850s.  The primary duty of the Surveyor General was to extend the rectangular survey system 

over the public domain so that settlers could come into New Mexico and settle the state or the 

territory.   
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Land Grants and the Santé Fe Ring 

 

There are some reasons why they stopped having Congress confirm these grants.  

 

1869 to 1884, the Surveyor Generals Office was linked to a notorious group of individuals 

identified as a Santa Fe Ring.  

 

Land Grants and the òSanta Fe 

Ringó
Å1869-1884: Surveyor Generalôs office 
linked to the notorious ñSanta Fe Ring.ò
ïA group of ñambitious, unscrupulous Anglo lawyers who 

regarded the confused legal status of the land grants as an 
ideal opportunity for adding money and land to their 
personal assets.ò

ïNotorious ring member, Thomas B. Catron, labeled the 
ñmost unscrupulous man in the southwest,ò held interest in 
as many as 75 different Spanish and Mexican grants.

ïMuch of his land holdings were acquired as a result of his 
professional representation of land grant claimants and by 
manipulation of public land laws.

 
 

You have probably heard of the Benson Syndicate that was a group that took advantage of the 

land laws of the west.  

 

But we also have the Santa Fe Ring which was a group of unscrupulous Anglo lawyers or 

Americans from the east that came there and they regarded the confused legal status of the land 

grants as an ideal opportunity for adding money and land to their personal assets.   

 

One of the most notorious members of the ring was Thomas B. Catron.  He was a very prominent 

person in New Mexico history.  He has a county named after him but he was labeled from some 

of the sources I read, he was labeled as the most unscrupulous man in the southwest. He was an 

attorney, that doesnôt mean all attorneys are unscrupulous, but he was an unscrupulous attorney.  

They said he held interest in as many as 75 different Spanish and Mexican Grants.   

  

Much of his holdings were acquired as a result of his professional representation of the land 

grant claimants and by the manipulation of the public land laws.  What I mean by that he would 

represent somebody, a poor person that was trying to get claim to a land grant and when they 

couldnôt pay him, well he would just take their land as payment.  Another thing I heard in this 

time period, I read, and some of the sources was that there would be unsuspected Spanish 
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speaking people and some of the Americans would come in there and they would give them a 

handful of silver coins and they would say sign this, put your mark on this document here.   

 

Well, little did they know they were deeding away the rights to their land, the title to their land.  

So there were cases when some American settlers came in and gained title to lands by these 

methods that were not exactly on the up and up.  

 

Corruption 

 

There was corruption in the New Mexico Surveyor Generalôs Office. There was an influential 

congressman, Steven B. Elkins, which I heard was a law school student classmate of Mr. Catron 

who we talked about before.  

 

Corruption in the New Mexico 

Surveyor Generalõs Office
ÅInfluential Congressman Stephen B. Elkins was 

able to obtain favorable surveys from the Land 
Office and confirmation in Congress.

ÅAs a result, the Maxwell Grant was confirmed for 
nearly 2 million acres, even though the Secretary 
of the Interior had limited it to 97,000 acres, the 
legal maximum under Mexican law.

ÅDue to inefficiency and corruption, Congress 
stopped confirming grants.

 
 

That he was able to obtain favorable surveys from the land office in confirmation in Congress. 

So there was a lot of influence that could be put on Congress to approve these land claims.   

 

As a result of that, the Maxwell Grant was confirmed for nearly 2,000,000 acres, thatôs up in 

northern New Mexico, Northeastern New Mexico. And even though the Secretary of Interior had 

said that it should be limited to 97,000 acres which was the legal maximum under Mexican law, 

Congress went ahead and confirmed it for this very large amount.  Due to this inefficiency and 

corruption, Congress stopped confirming the grants, not too long after that Santa Fe Ring was in 

power.  

 

Moving on there became a new president in 1891.  His name was President Harrison and they 

established the Act of March 3, 1891, which established the court of private land claims.   
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Now this consisted of 5 non-partisan judges who had examined and confirmed the claims. There 

was stricter criteria for confirmation. Grants that were issued by lesser Mexican officials were 

rejected.  So back when the Mexicans were in power for those 27 years or so, a lot of people 

went around granting land.   

 

Court of Private Land Claims
ÅEstablished by Act of March 3, 1891 (26 

Stat. 854)

Å5 non-partisan judges, examined and 
confirmed claims.

ÅStricter criteria for confirmation.

ÅGrants issued by lesser Mexican officials 
were rejected.

ÅCourt confirmed 82 claims (approx. 2 
million acres)

ïSmallest: 200 acres

ïLargest: 261,000 acres
 

 

It would be like me saying ñI grant you that land over thereò.  Well if you didnôt have the power 

to do it then that wasnôt a valid claim. So what they decided to do was they would only honor the 

claims that had been issued by the governor of that time that was in the Mexican territory.  

 

Moving on, the court confirmed 82 claims over their time of existence for approximately 

2,000,000 acres.  The smallest was 200 acres and the largest being 261,000 acres.  This is an 

example this plat here was done in about the 1870ôs when they were still confirming the grants 

by Congress.   

 

It was never confirmed at that time and then a little later in the 1890ôs you can see that, and this 

slide here was about 30 some thousand acres.  
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But what actually got confirmed the Ojo Caliente Grant was about 2,044 acres.  That is because 

when the court of private land claims examined this, they realized that the claim was only 

describing the area along the river, not the area on this entire area that is shown on this plat here. 

 

So the official final plat, Iôll go back to this slide, is the one here for only 2,000 acres.   
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If you look up and up in the right hand corner of this plat here youôll see this part right here that 

is the approval statement by the court of private land claims.  If its one that had been confirmed, 

it will have it up in that corner there.  So if you see a plat like the previous one that shows this 

big area but it doesnôt have that confirmation on it then youôll know is wasnôt the final plat of 

that grant.  

 

Alright just something to keep in mind when looking at these grant plats is a lot of times the 

earlier grants that were confirmed by Congress they would contain larger area, the criteria was 

looser, for getting the grants approved so youôll find that the ones that were approved by the 

court of private land claims maybe smaller.  But they took a lot of effort to try and make sure 

that they put the grants where they were supposed to be based on the wording in the original 

documents from Spain or Mexico.  

 

Original Surveys of Grants 

 

Well Iôd like to talk about the original surveys of the grants.  The U.S. government surveys took 

place in the 1850s to the 1890s most of them.  

 

Original Surveys of Grants

Å1850s-1890s, surveyed by Deputy Surveyors 
under contract with the U.S. government.

ÅSome surveyors more competent and honest 
than others.

ÅPaid by the mile.

ÅThe bigger the grant, the more money they 
made.

 
 

They were surveyed by Deputy Surveyors under contract with the U.S. Government.  Some 

surveyors were more competent and honest than others just like now a days.  They were paid by 

the mile, so the bigger the grant the more money they made.  Now some of the difficulties that 

were encountered in confirmation and survey, was the application of the unfamiliar principles of 

law. 
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Difficulties Encountered in 

Confirmation and Survey
ÅApplications of unfamiliar principles of law 

(Spanish and Mexican) related to land grant 
titles.

ÅEvaluation of evidence in foreign language 
(Spanish).

ÅMany grants issued 150 years before.  No living 
grantees.

ÅMetes and bounds parcels, with boundaries 
described by reference to natural objects which 
could not be located with certainty.

 
 

Spanish-Mexican law related to the grants evaluation of evidence in a foreign language.  Many 

of the grants were issued 150 years before so there werenôt any living granteeôs to show the 

surveyors where the boundaries were.  These metes and bounds parcels had boundaries that were 

described by reference to natural objects which could not be located with certainty.   

 

Thatôs an important thing to remember because a lot of controversy came up over the years 

because of this fact.  
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Uncertain Boundary Descriptions
Åñé on the north the Pueblo Quemado; on the south an arroyo 
of aqua sarca (clear water) é on the west the lands of Juan 
Martin; and on the east the mountain range.ò (Cundiyo Grant, 
1743)

Åñ é on the north, the ruins of an old pueblo, é being the 
northerly of the two in the area; on the east the Rio Grande; on 
the south a small hill which forms the boundary of the lands of 
Luis Garcia; on the west, the prairies and hills for entrance and 
exits.ò (Town of Alameda Grant, 1710) 

Åñé on the east, the sierra madre called Sandia.ò or ñé on 
(toward) the main ridge called Sandia.ò (Sandia Pueblo Grant, 
1748)

ÅSandia Pueblo Grant east boundary has been in dispute for 
over 250 years.

 
 

These are just some of the uncertain boundary descriptions that I would like to talk about.  On 

the north, this is the first one itôs for the Cundidya Grant.  It says on the north the Pueblo 

Quemado. On the south, the arroyo of Aqua Sarca which is clear water. On the west the lands of 

Juan Martin.  On the east, the mountain range.  Well thatôs a pretty ambiguous one there, the 

mountain range because we will find that there are a lot of different way that we can interpret 

where the mountain range is, where it starts.   

 

Another one with the town of Alameda Grant from 1710, talks about on the north the ruins of an 

old pueblo, being the northerly of the two in the area if that helps narrow it down a little.  On the 

east the Rio Grande, on the south a small hill which forms the boundary of the lands of Luis 

Garcia.  On the west, the prairies and hills for entrance and exits. Well thatôs pretty vague 

description because I live right by there and there are lots of prairies and hills you could call in 

that area. So it would have been really difficult for the original surveyor to figure out where that 

boundary should go.   

 

Then finally, we talk about on the east the Sierra Madre called Sandia or on toward the main 

ridge called Sandia and thatôs from the Sandia Pueblo Grant from 1748.  The Sandia Pueblo 

Grant east boundary because of that vague description and has been in dispute for over 250 years 

and Iôll talk a little bit about that. But first I would like to go to the over head here.   

 

Right now I would like do a little exercise just to help you get a feel for dealing with these 

uncertain boundary calls or boundary descriptions.  On the overhead I have just a little sketch of 

the land claim of Juan Valdez in the middle with his house and field. But letôs just say this 

description says on the east, the mountains, well we have two different ranges of mountains. On 

the south the river, but there are two different rivers. On the west the hills and on the north the 

lands of Luis Garcia. Well that would be a hard one to lay out.   
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But just thinking about it if I was the one saying that this is my land claim or I was the one trying 

to convince the surveyor what to survey, especially because he gets paid by the mile, he would 

say I interpret it to mean this, and he would draw a picture. I would probably, and most of us 

should say the farthest river, I would go to the farthest mountain range, and I would to go right 

up to the front door of this adjacent landowner and to the farthest hills. So you think about that 

and I believe that is what happened a lot when these claims were being, when they went out to 

survey the claims, the claimants would say thatôs what they meant. They meant that far mountain 

range and they meant that far river and up to my neighbors door step and they meant that hill 

way over there.  Thatôs how a lot of these grants ended up where they did.  

  

I would like to point out the area that has been a major dispute regarding the Sandia Pueblo 

Grant.  If you look at this photograph, it was taken from the subdivision I live in out in Rio 

Rancho, looking east over to the Sandia Pueblo Grant and that is the undeveloped area across the 

river there, right in here.   

 

 
 

This is the river here, the Rio Grande down where the trees are.  If youôll look across the 

undeveloped area is the Sandia Pueblo land.  But the area that was in dispute, if you have been to 

Albuquerque, this is the Sandia Crest, the tallest mountain on the left, and thatôs where the tram 

goes up to and thereôs a bunch of radio and TV towers up there and it is a beautiful area.  I have 

hiked the top a couple times.  I took the tram down though.  The problem was that the 

description called for the Sandiaôs, well when the surveyor went out there he was pointed out 

some rocks on the southeast and northeast corner with a big rock with a cross on it and these 

were probably decedents of the original grantees and said this is where the boundary goes.   
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Then he proceeded to meander along this ridge here, which is the front ridge.  When your 

looking at the mountains you canôt really tell but in between on the other side of that ridge which 

I pointed out there is a valley there and some high end subdivisions with multi-million, very 

expensive homes.  Thereôs lots of people living in that area. Well the Sandiaôs, they contend that 

their land was supposed to go up to this ridge here which is the highest ridge in the crest of the 

Sandiaôs.  That is what has been in dispute for all of these years.   What happened was they 

filed a lawsuit in I think 1994 then finally in 2003 there was legislation that was passed that 

protected this area in between.   

 

This area in here the west face of the Sandiaôs. It made it so that forever in perpetuity could be 

used by the Sandia Pueblo for traditional uses and for religious ceremonies. There were quite a 

few stipulations from those people in those very expensive homes that they could stay there, 

those subdivisions could stay there. But that area would never be further developed.  It would 

always be considered land that could still be used by the public but also had stipulations that it 

would forever be used by the Sandia Pueblo. Those of that pueblo. One of the stipulations that I 

found that was interesting says that no gaming or gambling could take place in this area so that 

meant that they couldnôt build a casino on the side of the cliffs there I guess and the wilderness 

area. I thought that was kind of interesting. They wanted to make sure that nothing like that 

happened.  

 

The original survey of the east boundary of the Sandia Pueblo Grant took place in 1859.   

 

Original Survey of East Boundary 

of Sandia Pueblo Grant
Å1859, R.E. Clements, Deputy Surveyor, determined NE 

corner at a rock, about 50 feet high, with a large cross 
near the top; and SE corner at a rock, 100 feet high, with 
a large cross.

ÅCorners probably pointed out by descendants of original 
grantees.

ï(In 1748, Bustamante called for mounds of mud and stone, with 
wooden crosses on top, on N. and S. bdrs.)

ÅClements ñmeanderedò the front ridge of the Sandia 
Mountains between the NE and SE corners.

 
 

The surveyor was R.E. Clements, he was a Deputy Surveyor.  If you remember in 1748 was the 

year that the grant was confirmed by Spain to the Sandia Pueblo.  
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So it was over 100 years later that the surveyor was out there trying to figure out where the 

boundaries went based on the pretty vague description.  He determined the northeast corner at a 

rock about 50 feet high with a large cross near the top.   

 

At the southeast corner another rock 100 feet high with another large cross. If you look in the 

original field notes youôll find this description to these.   

 

These corners were probably pointed out be decedents of the original grantees. Itôs not known for 

sure of course but none of the living people that were there when the grant was confirmed in 

1748 by Spain were still around.  In 1748, there was a Spanish General, Bustamante.  In his 

description, he called for mounds of mud and stone with wood crosses on top on the north and 

south boundaries. He didnôt say where they were at the corners of the property and he didnôt say 

where they were exactly.  So 100 years later a mound of mud and stone, there was no evidence 

found by the surveyor in 1859.   

 

 
 

Now after Clements found the northeast and the southeast corners he meandered the front ridge 

of the Sandia Mountains, which I showed on that previous photograph between the northeast and 

southeast corners. This is his final plat approved in 1859.  

 

Showing the east boundary here, Iôll use my marker here.  That area is the area the first ridge, the 

front ridge that he meandered that he surveyed along.  

 

 

But this area over in here, in fact its about 10,000 acres that was in dispute.  Right along here is 

the main ridge of the Sandiaôs and thatôs what the legislation addressed.  So it was a pretty 
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interesting case and it is still kind of going on.  The Pueblo is requesting a survey by BLM of 

that area to get an official survey that shows that area that is being preserved.  

 

Just in conclusion about the growing land grants.  I thought this was a pretty good quote, ñIn the 

unparallel climate and under the generous sun of the rocky mountains, not only does vegetation 

grow to enormous size by irrigation. But land grants themselves grow immensely without 

irrigation.ò  

  

Growing Land Grants

Åñé in the unparalleled climate and under 
the generous sun of the Rocky Mountains, 
not only does vegetation grow to enormous 
size by irrigation, but land grants 
themselves grow immensely ïwithout 
irrigation.ò

ÅStone, A Brief History of the Court of 
Private Land Claims, (1903) 

 
 

That was from a book about a brief history of the court of private land claims. So that concludes 

my section on the land grants, and after this we will be talking about small holding claims.  

 

Small Holding Claims 

 

Well now I would like to talk about small holding claims. Not if you have ever worked in New 

Mexico you will be familiar with these types of surveys. Because they are all up and down the 

Rio Grande Valley. I have also heard they are in other states, I havenôt run across any in other 

states but I believe they are. But what this involves is the act of March 3,1891, especially section 

16 and 17 of that Act.  

 

Talk about these small holding claims, these were claims where people were living usually along 

the rivers but they were irregular in shape so they did not fit the aliquot part descriptions.  Like 

they couldnôt be described under the Homestead Act so they created a special Act for small 

holding claims.  What would happen here is the land office would patent certain small holding 

claims without judicial determination. They couldnôt exceed 160 acres and they required that 
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there had to be 20 years of occupation prior to the survey. In section 16 of that Act, it talks about 

lands that were not yet surveyed by the government.  

 

Small Holding Claims

ÅAct of March 3, 1891, Sections 16 and 17

ïLand Office could patent certain small holding 
claims without judicial determination

ïCould not exceed 160 acres

ïRequired twenty years of occupation prior to 
survey

ïSec. 16: lands not yet surveyed by 
government

ïSec. 17: lands already surveyed (townships)

 
 

Section 17 talks about lands that were already surveyed where the townships were already 

surveyed.  So it would be very interesting for you to actually look up these Acts.  You can 

usually find them on the internet.  If you know the dates of the act and the names of the Act.  

 



 

Non-Rectangular Surveys Page 47 
 

 
 

This is showing what they looked like, as you can see they are kind of similar to the French 

Grants, where they are kind of long and skinny along the river where they made it so more 

people could actually have river access this way. There isnôt that much water in New Mexico so 

they were clustered along the Rio Grande.  Thatôs where the best farm land was and thatôs where 

there was water.   

 

I will take a closer view of this most of the time it will have the names of the settlers and most of 

the time they were Spanish names because thatôs who had been living there for a long time. 
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If youôll notice these were a little bit later after some of the non-Spanish people had come in and 

there are actually names, some what we would call Anglo names. I think there was a Templeton 

and Coplin and those different types of names but most of them are Spanish names.  Because 

those were the original settlers.  Small holding claims, what I will talk about is what the Deputy 

Surveyors duties were.  

 

Small Holding Claims

ÅDeputy surveyor: 
ïascertained whether a claimant had been in 
ñcontinuous adverse actual bona fide possession, 
residing thereon as his home, of any tract of land or in 
connection therewith of other lands,ò for twenty years 
preceding the survey.

ÅSurveyed in 1890s and early 1900s, as ñseparate 
legal subdivisionsò within townships.

ÅLand Office investigated surveys and proofs and 
issued patents.
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They had to ascertain whether the claimant had been in continuous adverse actual bona fide 

possession residing there as their home on these tracts of land for 20 years preceding the survey.  

They were surveyed in the 1890ôs or early 1900ôs, as separate legal subdivisions within the 

townships. They were not part of the rectangular survey system, they were totally separate.  The 

land office investigated the survey and the proofs and they issued patents on these. From an 1896 

report of the Surveyor General of New Mexico, there were 3,205 small holding claims filed that 

year.  

 

Small Holding Claims

Å1896 Report of the Surveyor General of 
New Mexico:
ï3,205 small holding claims filed

ïSettlers could not obtain title under homestead 
law because tracts are ñso irregular in shape 
and size that they can not be described by 
legal subdivisions.ò

ïñThis law was particularly beneficial to the 
poor people in the Territory éò

 
 

 

The settlers could not obtain title under the Homestead Law, as I previously mentioned because 

the tracts were so irregular in shape and size that they could not be described by legal 

subdivisions I this report in this law; that this was particularly beneficial to the poor people in the 

territory. I would like to talk about a set of special instructions I found.   

 



 

Non-Rectangular Surveys Page 50 
 

Small Holding Claims

Å1910 Special Instructions for Group No. 2, 

New Mexico:
ïSurveyor required to post notices, in English and 

Spanish, in at least three conspicuous places in each 

township, citing settlers to submit proofs of their rights 

to their respective tracts of land.

ïFor ña claim lying entirely within a section, TWO 

CORNERS OF THE CLAIM will be connected by 

course and distance with the nearest available public 

land corner.ò 

 
 

They were from a 1910 survey that is when they started having government surveyors. Instead of 

a contract, it was special instructions, so you can see it was a very early group number.  Group 

number two, New Mexico. Now we are up in the thousands for group numbers.  

 

But what it said is that the surveyor was required to post notices in English and Spanish in at 

least three conspicuous places in each township citing settlers to submit proof of their rights to 

their respected tracts of land. So they had to go out there and publicize what they were doing so 

people could come in and pull out their paper work and say Iôve been living here this is my 

proof.  I have been living here for 20 years.  I donôt know about you but I have a hard time 

hanging on to receipts and that would be a tough thing.  

 

Another thing they stated in the special instructions was that for a claim lying entirely within two 

sections, two corners of the claim will be connected by course and distance with the nearest 

available public land corner. So this is an area where this happened and you can see it makes for 

a very busy plat.   
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You can see all the lines.  There are two lines going to each small holding claim from the nearest 

public lands surveying corners. I will show on my diagram here. I would like to show you a plat 

here that shows numerous small holding claims. This along the Nembudo River near Dixon, New 

Mexico. This shows how busy these plats can get.  It makes it kind of hard to interpret 

sometimes. This one has the two ties to each small holding claim to the nearest public land 

survey corner.  
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Now if you look on the diagram we have, but right up here on the North is a quarter corner 

which has numerous ties to it. Over on the west side of the section there is another one and that 

shows all the ties.   

 

The next slide shows in even more detail. This is the plaza area near Dixon and there are some 

very small holding claims as you can see. And over on this side is the tie to the quarter corner. 
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Private Claims 

 

What I would like to talk about now are private claims. Private claims, if youôre not familiar with 

them, these are within the Indian Pueblo Grants.   

 

 
 

There are hundreds of these small non-Indian land claims that were located within the Pueblo 

Indian Grants.  It could be either because the people did not know where the boundaries of the 

grants were or they didnôt care. But there had been people living there for many years and of 

course they took the areas along the rivers and the farming areas mostly.  

 

In the early 1900s, the rectangular survey system was extended inside the pueblo grants. At that 

time they had to figure out how to segregate all these private claims. At that time they were 

identified and surveyed.  Most of them were in the early 1900ôs and they did a very good job of 

surveying them. You will find that the measurements are really good.  But one thing that you 

find out when we go back to resurvey them, sometimes the General Land Office monuments will 

still  be there but they will be under three or four feet of sand. Our surveyors have dug down and 

have actually found those monuments under the sand.  

So as they surveyed these they had these caveats that they had to put on the plats and they, Iôll 

show that on the screen.  
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But it says the data shown on this plat are merely a portrayal of the conditions existing on the 

ground at the time of the survey in the field.  So they werenôt making any adjudications because 

nobody had to adjudicate it yet as to the title of these private claims. At that point they were just 

trying to sort out where everybody was located.  

 

 
  

 

So weôll move on and this is a plat. This shows an area of private claims within the Sandia 

Pueblo Grant which is in Section 7. You can see they are irregular in shape and they follow this 

is going along and irrigation ditch. Acacia they call them. What they did is they surveyed the 

lines of occupation. And then they gave them private claim numbers and different people would 

have different, they might have several tracts of these but then at that time they would be 

assigned a claim number. And private claim corners on each tract so then we will find out later 

that there came a time when they had to adjudicate these and we will find out how that came 

about.   

 

But right now I have a close up on the screen of that statement.  
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Iôm sure some lawyers got together and said this is what we need to say to cover ourselves, but 

they put this when they did the private claims and surveys, it was just showing the conditions on 

the ground at the time of the survey. They go on to say without recognizing established or 

admitting any right of occupancy, title, or ownership, legal, equitable or otherwise and any 

person or persons whose names may appear hereon, in or to any of the lands covered hereby. 

That sounds like some lawyer speak but it was covering the surveyors that right now it was just 

showing the conditions on the ground.  

 

So we will move on and find out that once they got these private survey claims surveyed, they 

need to figure out who owned them and whether they were actually valid claims for the non-

Indians, or the non-Indians were on Indian land illegally. 
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So they created an Act of June 7, 1924, you can look it up if you want.  The Pueblo Lands Board 

was created to address private claims within the Pueblo Grants. This Pueblo Lands Board acted 

in its sovereign capacity as a guardian of said Pueblo Indians. That sounds like the word they use 

now days, they call it the fiduciary trust responsibility.   

 

Private Claims

ÅAct of June 7, 1924 (43 Stat. 636)

ÅPueblo Lands Board created to address private claims 
within Pueblo grants.

ÅPueblo Lands Board acted ñin its sovereign capacity as 
guardian of said Pueblo Indiansò (fiduciary trust 
responsibility)

ÅMembers:
ïSecretary of the Interior

ïAttorney General

ïPresidential Appointee

 
  

The Pueblo Lands Board had a responsibility to protect the rights of the Pueblo Indians so thatôs 

why they went through this process to determine whether the claims were valid or not. The 

members, it was a pretty high-powered board.  They had the Secretary of Interior was one of the 

members, and the Attorney General and a presidential appointee.   

 

What they did is they investigated the private claims and they submitted reports of findings.  

They did reports on all of the Pueblos within New Mexico.  Any private claimants who had 

continuously paid taxes could claim adverse possession with color of title since 1902 or without 

color of title since 1889.   
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Private Claims

ÅPueblo Lands Board investigated private claims 
and submitted reports of findings.

ÅPrivate claimants who had continuously paid 
taxes could claim adverse possession, with color 
of title (since 1902), or without color of title (since 
1889).

ÅAttorney General filed suit, in U.S. District Court, 
to quiet title to lands to which Board determined 
that Indian title had not been extinguished. 

 
  

So this was in 1924 when this Act came about and so you can see that they had to show that they 

lived there for a while. Some of them actually lived there validly.  The Indians had actually 

granted, I read in some cases, certain areas that the settlers could live that were within the Pueblo 

Grants.  Then others just had moved in but they had not shown that they had a valid claim under 

this Act.  

 

The Attorney General then filed suit in U.S. District Court to quiet title to lands which the board 

determined that the land title had not been extinguished.  What that means by saying what had 

not been extinguished, that meant it was still Indian lands.  So that quieted the title, the Indians 

knew it was their property.  Those private claims that were surveyed were actually rejected 

because they were no longer private claims, they were not valid under this Act.  
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Just for example, in 1928 the Pueblo Lands Board submitted a report on the Sandia Pueblo and 

they entitled that report of title to lands granted or confirmed to Pueblo Indians not extinguished.  

I always had to kind of think about that wording, not extinguished.  So itôs saying yeah their 

rights were not extinguished so they still own what they had claimed. 

 

Private Claims

Å1928, Pueblo Lands Board, Sandia Pueblo, 
Report of Title to Lands Granted or Confirmed to 
Pueblo Indians, Not Extinguished:
ï95 parcels, Indian title not extinguished (Indian land)

ï291 exceptions, Indian title extinguished (private land)

ÅSupplemental Plats prepared showing claims to 
which Indian title had been extinguished 
(exceptions)

ÅMonuments were not pulled on rejected private 
claims.

   
 

So in that report there was 95 parcels where Indian title had not been extinguished so it was still 

Indian land even though it had been surveyed in the early 1900s, it was actually Indian land.  But 

there were 291 exceptions and a lot of times I found that these were around like the town of 

Burnaleo, contains many private claims that were not extinct and became private land, and then 

around the town of Espanola also.   

 

But what they did was they would prepare supplemental plats that showed the claims to its 

Indian title had been extinguished.  What that meant, if it was extinguished, it was no longer 

Indian title.  It became an exception which meant it was private land and then the owners of 

those private claims which had exceptions and they assigned exception numbers, they could then 

get title or patent from the Government.  One problem is the monuments were not pulled on the 

rejected private claims so some people would still use those private claim corners and there 

could be confusion and people could say this is my property even though their rights had been 

taken away by the Pueblo Lands Board ruling.   

 

So they would prepare supplemental plats which would show which private claims that they 

would put on their exception numbers and I will show an example of that.  
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 This is that same plat we saw earlier where they did the original survey.  They didnôt change the 

survey but they added annotations to it and I will take the next slide where they will show the 

exception numbers.   
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Also there would be those, if people protested against the rulings of the Pueblo Lands Board and 

they were able to convince the District Court then they would be given complaint numbers and 

they would be able to patent their lands also.  

 

 
 

Hereôs an example and Iôll circle it on here.  We have the complaint number; I believe it says 

exception number 27.  Then here, this one is actually a complaint because at first the Pueblo 

Lands Board had ruled that it the Indian title had not been extinguished.  They were able to 

appeal to the court and get that ruling overruled.  So anytime, you see these type of plats where 

they have exception numbers on them or they have complaint numbers, that means that that has 

become private land.   

 

Now you have to be careful because within the Pueblos, the Indians have purchased a lot of these 

private claims that had exceptions on them and they now are Indian land. So you have to be 

aware of that.  
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Land Grants, Small Holding Claims, and Reservations, Part 2 

Military Reservations 

 

Well now I would like to talk about military reservations.  Basically they were established for 

military purposes.  

 

Military Reservations

ÅEstablished for ñmilitary purposesò (cavalry forts) 
in unsurveyed areas on the frontier.

ÅOriginally surveyed as metes and bounds tracts 
by U.S. Army engineers in 1860s to 1870s; 
submitted plats and one-page field notes.

ÅSurveys began at an initial point within the 
military post (ñNW corner of shed covering Bear 
Spring,ò ñcentre of Parade Groundò).

ÅThe Army monumented corners of tracts and set 
wooden posts every half mile along boundaries.

 
 

Mainly as cavalry forts to protect the settlers coming west of the wagon trains usually in un-

surveyed areas on the frontier.  Originally they were surveyed as metes and bounds tracts by the 

U.S. Army engineers in the 1860s to the 1870s.  They submitted plats and what Iôve seen they 

would just put a one-page field notes.  They were pretty basic and most of the time, what I saw 

they made them square so they didnôt have a lot of detail in their description. 

 

The surveys usually began at an initial point within the military post such as a northwest corner 

of a shed covering Bear Spring.  The Centre of Parade ground or it could be the flag pole.  When 

I was a co-op student I worked out in Nebraska.  We were trying to re establish the Ft. Carney 

Reservation out there.  We were trying to find out if anybody knew where the old flag pole used 

to be.  So thatôs an important thing to know that was usually a point they tied to which was the 

initial point of their survey.  The Army would monument corners of the tract and they would set 

wooden posts every half mile along the boundaries.  

 

Weôll show a plat of the actual Ft. Wingate in New Mexico.   
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They really had a lot of topo.  I always wondered how they did this without Arial photos but I 

guess they were pretty good.  There is not a lot of survey information but there is a lot of 

topography. If you look on the right hand side of this map, there is a detail of the area around the 

fort or the actual part that has the buildings and everything.  But this is an example of what the 

plats are like.  This is a blow up of the title of the plat it says military reservation of Ft. Wingate, 

New Mexico.   
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It was surveyed by the order of a certain general and it does tell you what the magnetic variation 

was that they used. Iôm assuming that they surveyed with a compass back then.  Then it says who 

it was surveyed by, it was by Captain Phillips who was a Captain in the Army Engineers. 

 

So letôs move on.  This is about all they have for field notes.   

 

 
 

Itôs kind of hard to see on the screen but they would talk about initial point which was on the 

northwest corner of the shed covering the Bear Spring. Then they would go north 5 miles to the 

north boundary and then they would go east 5 miles and then go south 10 miles and they would 

go around that property.  In this case it was 100 square miles, it was 10 miles by 10 miles.  We 

will find out that that particular reservation was expanded another 30 square miles, so it was 130 

square miles.  So thatôs how they basically did it.  I will talk about a little bit more about them.  

Reservations, military reservations were officially created by Executive Orders, Acts of 

Congress and they were often enlarged or reduced in size.  
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Military Reservations

ÅReservations officially created by Executive 
Orders and Acts of Congress; often enlarged or 
reduced in size.

ÅRectangular survey system was not originally 
extended within military reservations; fractional 
townships were created around them.

ÅU.S. Deputy Surveyors resurveyed the exterior 
boundaries of reservations and closed against 
them.

ÅMany forts later abandoned for military purposes.

 
 

The rectangular survey system was not originally extended within the military reservations so 

this created fractional townships around the exteriors of them.  They would run lines of the 

townships and sections up to the boundary and they would not further break them down in size.  

I guess the Army did not have a reason for that to happen.  The U.S. Deputy Surveyors 

resurveyed the exteriors of the boundaries of the reservations, and then they closed against them.   

 

Many of these forts were later abandoned for military purposes and thatôs where we would come 

in.  They would want to complete the rectangular survey system within the grant and that is what 

happened in the case of Ft. Wingate. That land was actually divided up between, itôs going to be 

divided up between the Navajo and the Zuni tribes.  

 

 So itôs kind of interesting.  I got a little bit more history of Ft. Wingate which is one I am 

familiar with because I was the reviewer on the platting and the field notes for this area where we 

did completion surveys. I will get into that a little bit more.  
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Ft. Wingate, New Mexico

ÅOriginally surveyed by U.S. Army in 1869 as 10-
mile square tract (100 square miles); officially 
established by Executive Order in 1870.

ÅEnlarged by 1881 Executive Order to include an 
additional 30 square miles for supplying the post 
with ñtimber for necessary building material.ò

ÅIn 1881, U.S. Deputy Surveyor resurveyed 
boundaries, setting stone mile corners, and 
creating fractional townships adjacent to the 
reservation.

 
 

Ft. Wingate was originally surveyed by the U.S. Army in 1869 as a ten mile square tract and then 

under an Executive Order.  Then it was established in 1870.  Then they had another Executive 

Order in 1881 that added another 30 square miles to the south end of it. Timber, so they could 

have timber for necessary building materials so they expanded their fort. In 1881, the U.S. 

Deputy Surveyor re-surveyed the boundaries and he set mile corners around the outside and he 

created fractional townships adjacent to the reservation.  
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So hereôs a copy of that plat.  As you can see the part on the right, this is the old reservation, Ft. 

Wingate.  This is the boundary here and he re-established the mile corners and then he closed in 

like this and he lotted against the boundaries so this was still just one big parcel on the inside. 

  

Just like to give a little history on Ft. Wingate.  It is located just a few miles east of Gallop, New 

Mexico.  If you are driving down I-40 if you look to the south you can see the bunkers up on the 

hillside.  They are still there where they used to store the ammunition. It became an important 

ordinance depot during the World Wars, it was what I call an ammo dump.  One time it was said 

to obtain the worlds largest supply of dynamite.  
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Well in 1956 to 1957 the BLM resurveyed the west boundary and found certain mile corners 

with marks of a different character then those previously found, but accepted them as the true 

corners.  
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I think this could be a problem that you could run into out there as the army may have re-

monumented things but it is very difficult to find records of what they did.  In 1999, the BLM, 

their task was to go out and resurvey the boundaries of the abandoned fort and to complete the 

rectangular survey system within the abandoned fort.  So we will move on here. This slide shows 

a plat of the 1957 resurvey of the west boundary.  

 

They also created an area called the Wingate Ordinance Depot and they put the boundary of that 

in there also. But we will move on and I will show some more plats. This is the survey crew.  It 

is a pretty interesting area.  It had mazes and cliffs and trees, it was real pretty, red rock area.  

 

 
 

Alright moving on this is a picture of the plat of the exteriors.  It is kind of an index plat we 

resurveyed most of the west boundary, the north boundary.  
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Then we completed the townships inside that area. This shows one of the townships that was 

completed.  The idea of a completion survey is to come up with the most regular sections you 

can and that is what was done.  They created regular sections on the east part of the township and 

then they closed to the west.  You can see there is a large tract which was called Tract 37.  That 

was an area that the Army was keeping for their purposes.  Thatôs this area here I will show it on 

the thing, itôs in the middle. That is the Tract 37.   
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Indian Reservations 

 

Next I would like to talk about Indian reservations. This is a big issue for BLM Cadastral 

Survey.  As we carry out our trust responsibilities these days and a lot of that involves surveying 

the boundaries of Indian reservation.   

 

Indian Reservations

ÅEstablished by Treaties or Acts of Congress.

ÅMany reservations were later enlarged, reduced 
or amended by Executive Orders.

ÅEarly treaty boundary descriptions were usually 
vague in nature and described by geographic 
features, such as rivers, mountain ranges, 
meridians or parallels of latitude.

ÅMost western reservations surveyed in the 1860s 
to 1880s.
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Most Indian reservations, pretty much all of them were established by Treaties or Acts of 

Congress.   

 

Many reservations were later enlarged, reduced, or amended by Executive Orders. The early 

treaty boundary descriptions were usually vague in nature and described by geographic features 

such as rivers, mountain ranges, meridians or parallels of latitude.  

 

It sounds kind of familiar because that is kind of how the old Spanish-Mexican land grants were 

described.  It was difficult especially when they referred to a geographic feature to  exactly 

pinpoint that on the ground. So that was the task of the early surveyors of the Indian reservations. 

Now most of the western reservations were surveyed in the 1860s to the 1880s. Now I would like 

to go to the overhead and show were out authority for surveying Indian reservations comes from 

within BLM Cadastral Survey. So if we go to the elmo, we will take a look at that.  

 

I was able to find this on the internet by looking up U.S. Code 25 and I will zoom in a little here, 

and try to center it a little bit. If you can read that I will just read that, it says survey of 

reservations whenever it becomes necessary so survey any Indian or any other reservation, any 

lands the same shall be surveyed under the direction and control of the Bureau of Land 

Management and as nearly as may be in conformity to the rules and regulations to which other 

public lands are surveyed. So there is where out authority to survey these boundaries comes 

from.  

 

Thatôs why I think it is important when doing Indian reservation boundaries that it be done under 

a federal authority. Like I said it started out being surveyed by that GLO, they surveyed the 

boundaries under contract originally after that in about 1910 they started with government 

surveyors and that has carried on today. So I go to the next slide here. A specific example of 

Indian reservation boundary is the Navajo Reservation.  
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Navajo Indian Reservation

ÅOriginal treaty signed June 1, 1868, by General W.T. 
Sherman, Indian Peace Commissioner, and chiefs of the 
Navajo Nation.

ÅArticle 1: ñFrom this day forward all war between the 
parties to this agreement shall forever cease.ò

ÅArticle 2: Describes boundaries:
ïNorth ï37th Parallel N. Latitude

ïSouth ïE. and W. line passing through old Ft. Defiance

ïEast ïMeridian passing through old Ft. Lyon (Ft. Wingate)

ïWest ïAbout Meridian 109d 30ô W, provided it embraces 
the outlet of Cañon-de-Chelly

 
 

It is the largest reservation in the United States. It goes into Utah, New Mexico and Arizona.  Itôs 

a very big area. The original treaty was signed June 1, 1868 by General W.T. Sherman. Indian 

Peace Commissioner and the chiefs of the Navajo Nation.  I thought that was interesting because,  

I donôt associate W.T. Sherman with being a peace commissioner.  Iôm more familiar with his 

march to sea and the Sherman tank. It is kind of interesting that he is serving in the capacity of 

the Peace Commissioner.  

 

So I will go on to read about it Article One of the treaty says that from this day forward all war 

between the parties to this agreement, shall forever cease. In Article Two describes the 

boundaries on the north was the 37th Parallel N. Latitude. The south was the east and west line 

passing through Ft. Defiance. The east was a meridian passing through Ft. Lyon, which is FFt. 

Wingate that we spoke about earlier.  The west says about meridian 109Á30ôW provided 

embraces the outlet of Canon-de-Chelly.  So it would have been a difficult thing to lay that out 

because some of the descriptions were a little bit vague and had to be figured out on the ground.  

 

And that is what happened when the original surveyor came in, E.N. Darling was his name. I will 

proceed to the next slide.  This is continuing on about the articles that are within the treaty. 
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1868 Navajo Treaty

ÅArticle 5: Allowed for individual allotments of farm land 
within the reservation, not to exceed 160 acres. Allowed 
for the President to order a survey of the reservation.

ÅArticle 9: Allowed for the construction of ñrailroads, 
wagon-roads, mail stations, or other works of utility or 
necessityò across the reservation, but the Government 
must pay the tribe damages assessed by three 
disinterested commissioners appointed by the President 
(including one tribal member).

ÅAlso, tribe agreed ñThat they will never capture or carry 
off from the settlements women or children.ò

 
 

Article Five allowed for individual allotments of farm land within the reservation, not to exceed 

160 acres. It allowed for the President to order a survey of the reservation.  In Article  Nine 

allowed for the construction of railroads, wagon-roads, mail stations, or other works of utility or 

necessity. And you know it doesnôt mention interstates but that came later. But they were 

allowed to cross reservations but the government had to pay the tribe damages.  

 

I think it is interesting because it says it was based on the damages would be assessed by 3 

disinterested commissioners appointed by the President including one tribal member. So they 

allowed the tribal member to help decide what the payment would be for these things that 

crossed the land on the reservation.  Also an interesting note the tribe agreed that they would 

never capture or carry off from the settlement women or children. So that is the Navajo treaty.  I 

will continue on.   

 

The original survey of the Navajo Reservation as I said was surveyed by E.N. Darling U.S. 

Surveyor and Astronomer in 1869.  
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Original Survey of Navajo 

Reservation

ÅSurveyed by E.N. Darling, U.S. Surveyor and 
Astronomer, in 1869.

ÅSE corner established as the Initial Point for the 
Navajo (Special) Meridian, which still controls 
one township in Arizona, but none in New 
Mexico.  (See Initial Points by Al White)

ÅCorners set every mile were marked as ñmile 
corners,ò but corners between them were 
referred to as ñı cors.ò
ïñNorth on 64th mile along Sec. 13; 40.00 chs. 
Sandstone, é for ı cor.; 80 chs. Sandstone, é 
marked 64M with 2 notches, pits.ò

 
 

He established the southeast corner as the initial point for the Navajo to sometimes called the 

special meridian and it still controls one township in Arizona, but none in New Mexico.  

 

You can see Al Whiteôs the Initial Points book to learn more about this. But what was decided 

when they were extending the surveys in New Mexico they continued on with the New Mexico 

principle meridian which we kind of when over the top of the old Navajo meridian. They also did 

the same in Arizona with the Gila Salt River meridian. So there is not much left of the townships 

of the Navajo meridian, but the initial point was found not that long ago and it was the initial 

point for the original surveys of the reservation.  

 

When E.N. Darling surveyed the reservation around the exteriors of it, he set a mile corner.  

Every mile he set mile corners, but he was also making these corners of the rectangular system, 

so the corners that were in between these mile corners exterior he called them quarter corners. I 

have an excerpt from the field notes that says on North on the 64th mile along Section 1; 40 

chains sandstone for ¼ corner; then 80 chains sandstone, marked 64M 3 with 2 notches and pits.  

So its kind of a mixture of marking corners with the mile marker number on them, and then also  

the half mile markers he marked as quarter corners because they were supposed to also serve as a 

quarter corners for the rectangular survey system.  

  

This is a plat, the original plat and I was researching for this class and I looked through the 

records we have in Santa Fe at the BLM and I found this original map it is done in 1869,  

something like that. 
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 And it was a big old map it wasnôt one that was easy to scan or anything.  But it shows the 

exteriors of the boundary that was done by Darling; I got a close up here this is the title, it was 

actually 1869 thatôs right, so it says it was the map of the east, south, west, and north boundaries 

and it shows how it goes through certain topographic features like Ft. Wingate and Ft. Defiance 

and it also shows it going to Canon-de-Chelly.  
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Ok we will more on here. Then in the same area I found the original, itôs a pretty big map its 

about 4 feet tall and 2 feet wide. I found this in our records.   

 

 
 

This is where Darling went in and surveyed the exteriors of the township boundaries within the 

reservation. Now a lot of those since they havenôt been utilized over the years, because they 

extended the New Mexico Principle Meridian townships and the ones from Arizona also over 

this area, but these are the ones that Darling established back in the late 1800s. This is kind of 

interesting, this is the title, it says map of the exterior lines of townships of the Navajoe Indian 

Reservation I donôt see it spelled that often.  
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But it makes it look like Navajoe instead of Navajo.  But it was surveyed by E.N. Darling U.S. 

Surveyor and Astronomer in 1869 also.  Speaking of Indian reservation boundaries, I thought a 

good example was the Zuni Indian Reservation.   

 

Zuni Indian Reservation

ÅBoundaries amended by May 1, 1883 
Executive Order

ÅBoundaries are a combination of metes 
and bounds and rectangular survey system 
lines.

ÅWest boundary is a portion of the New 
Mexico-Arizona state boundary.
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The boundaries were amended by May 1st 1883 by Executive Order and the boundaries are a 

combination of metes and bounds and the rectangular survey system lines. And the west 

boundary is the portion of the New Mexico/Arizona state boundary.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So this one has an interesting plat. You can see where a lot of it is straight and some is stair 

stepping up through the rectangular. If you look in here it is stair stepping through the section 

lines but as you look along here it is all metes and bounds type diagonal type survey.  

  

Later another Executive Order in the Zuni Reservation also added this area up in here which was 

rectangular survey. I was in my job now, I was fortunate to be able to do a field investigation of 

the west boundary of the Zuni Reservation that there was a controversy with a fence because on 

the west side there was Navajo lands and east side of the Arizona State boundary. The New 

Mexico boundary was the Zuni boundary.  

 

So we went out there and we said well here is the fence and here is where the boundary is and I 

convinced the tribal leaders that the fence had not been built on the boundary like it was suppose 

to be and one thing that I found that was interesting, we went along the boundary and we were 

finding found all the mile markers and they had been resurveyed I think back in the 90s by the 

Arizona State Office and we found some corners that were actually tree monuments.  

 

Where the mile corner fell exactly in the middle of a big Juniper tree. And we found the tree 

probably now about four feet in diameter and could see the scribe marks from 1875 when it was 

done and it was pretty interesting, coming all those miles from the 4 corners south, that two of 

the corners happened to hit in the middle of these trees and that is something you may run across 

on doing these boundaries. 
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National Parks and Monuments 

 

These types of surveys were established by Acts of Congress and Executive Orders in 1872. 

 

National Parks and Monuments

ÅEstablished by Acts of Congress and 
Executive Orders.

ÅIn 1872, Yellowstone became the worldôs 
first national park.

ÅNational parks and monuments were first 
managed by the departments of War, 
Agriculture, and the Interior.

ÅIn 1916, National Park Service was 
established.

 
 

Yellow stone became the worldôs first National Parks and Monuments. These were first managed 

by the Departments of War, Agriculture, and finally Department of the Interior. And in 1916, the 

National Parks Service was established. These areas were set aside as public resources for 

recreation, education, and scholarships and the preservation of endangered landscapes, natural 

communities and species. I think I found that out of a website.  
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National Parks and Monuments

ÅSet aside as public resources for 
recreation, education, scholarship, and the 
preservation of endangered landscapes, 
natural communities, and species.

ÅNational Parks exist in 25 states.

ÅLands purchased from private individuals, 
received by private donations, or taken 
from the public domain.

 
 

The Nationals Parks Service exist in 25 states and there are a lot of National Monuments in other 

states besides.  

 

A lot of times the land was purchased by private individuals or received by private donations. Or 

taken from the public domain. And the boundaries were surveyed by contract Deputy Surveyors 

and GLO/BLM surveyors. I was fortunate I worked on portions of Mount McKinley or Denali 

National Park up in Alaska in the early 80s.  So that was interesting project that we did part of 

that boundary. But usually the tracts were large metes and bounds tracts that have mile corners 

and angle points.  
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National Parks and Monuments

ÅBoundaries surveyed by contract deputy 
surveyors and GLO and BLM surveyors.

ÅUsually large metes and bounds tracts with 
mile corners and angle points.

ÅMany later expanded and may follow 
aliquot parts or residential subdivision 
boundaries.

 
 

Many of these parks were later expanded and may follow aliquot parts or residential subdivisions 

boundaries. 

 

In Albuquerque they have been, they created the Petroglyph National Monument which as these 

areas with all these Indian Petroglyph, on the rocks and it happens that this is right in the west 

side of Albuquerque where there are a lot of houses and everything, residential subdivisions.   

 

 

So the boundaries of this National Monument actually follow along peopleôs backyards. But in 

that area where the monument is, is a big open area.  So if you are in Albuquerque, you can look 

to the west and you can see these, there are like three volcanic peaks sticking up and a big open 

area that would be the Petroglyph National Monument.  
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I just wanted to show you this is national parks survey, if you look on the top of the screen you 

can see nice little postcard view of Crater Lake up in Oregon. 

 

 
 

If you look at the bottom picture that is the surveyor view of the boundary. That is one of the 

surveyors out of the Oregon State Office.  They were working under some challenging 

conditions here. But the surveyors are used to that sort of thing; they always see the interesting 

side of the National Parks when they are working on the boundaries.  

 

So I will move on here. This is a plat that was prepared of the rectangular survey system.  If you 

look in the upper left corner you can see this is Crater Lake itself.  
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Over here is Mount Scott, which is on the upper level of Crater Lake. Crater Lake is like a big 

volcano that collapsed and the middle is filled in with a beautiful deep lake. So this is what it was 

like before they created the National Park in here and I will move on to the next slide I will go 

ahead and click that off. 

 

 
 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































