
Unearthing the Past

Finding and using Land 

& Property Records for 

Genealogy and Historical 

Research



Bureau of Land Management

Å General Land Office (GLO) established within 

Treasury Department in 1812

Å Became part of the newly-created Department of the 

Interior in 1849

Å Merged with U.S. Grazing Service in 1946 to 

become BLM

Å BLM is custodian of the land records, including 

more than 7.5 million ownerships titles covering 1.5 

billion acres of present or former public domain 

land.

Å Regulates the Public Land Survey System



Public Land Survey System

The State of Wisconsin was surveyed 
by the federal government between 
1833 and 1866 in order to divide the 

vast public domain into properly-sized 
lots that could be sold or otherwise 

divested to raise funds for the federal 
government and to encourage 

settlement. 



Public Land Survey System
Land was divided land into: 
Åsix-mile square townships
Åone-mile square sections



Public Land Survey System
Plat books and maps make use of the Public Land Survey 
System to represent land ownership patterns on a 
county-by-county basis. 



Public Land Survey System
Å The plat map for each year depicts the most updated 

information for the property at the time the County Register 
of Deeds' records were consulted.  

Å Such information includes 
Å the land owner 
Å number of acres 
Å placement of a house or other 

building
Å other features.



Map Digitization

ÅPreservation - Repeated handling can damage fragile 

documents. 

ÅAccess - the broad, instant and almost unlimited access the 

internet provides. 

ÅEase of use and enhanced functionality ςPlat maps do not 

depict street names, so locating specific properties can be 

inefficient. Previous attempts to trace properties involved lining 

plat maps with Google maps side by side and comparing 

landmarks. 






