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Although they are often misinterpreted, meander lines, in general, do not
constitute boundary lines and were run for surveying and mapping purposes only. In this
essay, | will explore the purpose of meander lines; the difference between meander lines
and boundary lines; and, finally, talk about the differences in the General Instructions to

Deputy Surveyors of 1815, 1833, and 1850.

Meander lines were run along the considerable bodies of water of Michigan in
order to determine quantity when sections were made fractional by these bodies of
water." A formal definition is also given as, “A traverse of a body of water for the

purpose of determining the size and location of the body of water.”

Michigan Courts have defined meander lines in similar ways. In a 1972 decision
the Michigan Supreme Court defined a meander line as “...a surveyor’s line...upon
which titles to Michigan real estate were originally patented to individual owners by the
United States.” They said the meander line is merely a means of computing the acreage

in the uplands.’

A 1959 Michigan Supreme Court decision states that meander lines were run for
the purpose of getting the general contour of the body of water and also in order to

determine the price to be paid when the government sold land along the body of water.*



Although each source reports the purpose of a meander line slightly differently,
they all state that a meander line and a boundary line are two very different things. In
fact, it has been decided again and again by courts all over the country that a meander

line is not a boundary line.®

Certain texts and opinions can be misleading, though. In many states and in the
case of the Great Lakes in Michigan, the high water mark is said to be the boundary line
of the riparian owners.® The Manual of Instructions of 1973 states that meander lines
were supposed to be run at the high water mark of the body of water at the time of the

survey’, so then would the meander line not be the boundary line?

Generally this is not true for a number of reasons: first, although the meander line
was supposed to be run at high water mark, natural obstacles or carelessness, or both,
often caused the surveyor to deviate from the high water mark. Secondly, even if the
original surveyor had very carefully followed the high water mark, shorelines have the
tendency to change a great deal over time. Today, it is most likely that the meander line is

some distance away from the current high water mark.

On inland lakes and streams in Michigan, the boundary line goes to the center of
the body of water®, so the meander line should, in no way, shape, or form, be
misinterpreted as a boundary line. The courts have also made decisions regarding the
Great Lakes. The meander line of the Great Lakes is merely one of description, and those
with land abutting these lakes own to the water’s edge, formally described as the high

water mark, and their ownership is subject to accretion and reliction.’



There is, however, one major exception to the rule that a meander line is not a
boundary line. “In the case of a gross error or fraud in running the meander line, courts
have been generally inclined to regard the so-called meander line as a fixed boundary and
not a meander line.” *® These are the instances in which the original government plat is
wrong in the location of the meander lines. Though one cannot know for certain, it is
probable that the original surveyor, for whatever reason, did not physically run the

meander line, but instead used his “best guess” when drawing the plat.

After considering the acreage between the meander line and the true shoreline, the
circumstances of the original survey, and the type and value of the land, the courts will
determine whether or not an error was made. If they decide that the meander line was
fraudulent, they generally decide in one of two ways. First, they will hold the original
meander line as a boundary line, and, second, they will extend the lots to the nearest

eighth line.**

In both cases, the government owns the land between the old meander line or the
new boundary, being the eighth line, and the shore, and therefore can resell that portion

of land.*?

The deputy surveyors laid out these meander lines in accordance with
instructions given to them by the Surveyor General. The first set of instructions was
issued in 1815, and additional manuals were sent out periodically after enough questions
had been raised to warrant another edition. The three main sets of instructions are those

of 1815, 1833, and 1850.



The instructions for meandering in the 1815 Manual are quite brief. They direct
the surveyor to traverse along the course of all navigable rivers which bound or pass
through the section being surveyed. The surveyor is instructed to note where the river
intersects any section or township lines, the distance from these points to the section
corners, and the distance from the commencement of the course where the surveyor is
meandering the river. The 1815 Instructions make no mention of the meandering of

lakes.*®

The 1833 Instructions are much more in depth and specific than the 1815
Instructions. They again instruct the deputy surveyor to meander all navigable rivers in
his district, but in addition, they direct the surveyor to meander all navigable bayous
flowing from or into the rivers, lakes and deep ponds, and islands which are fit for

cultivation.**

Under this set of instructions, the surveyor must also note any streams flowing
into the river, bayou, or lake being meandered and the width of that stream at the mouth.
The surveyor must also locate and note any rapids, falls, smaller islands or bars. The
1833 Instructions also direct the surveyor to measure a line from any meandered lake or

pond that is entirely within a section to a section corner or a quarter corner.™

The 1833 Manual also designates that, when looking downstream, the sides of the
stream will be termed “Right bank™ and “Left bank.” One of the most important
additions to this set of instructions is the directions to include the meander information on

the plat.'®



The instructions of 1850 are, for the most part, the same as the instructions of
1833.1" One small change is that instead of saying lakes of significant magnitude, the
instructions specify the size of the lakes to be meandered to be forty acres or more.”® The
1850 instructions are also more detailed in explaining what to do in the case of obstacles

and other problems which may be encountered.*

The last major difference between the instructions of 1833 and 1850 is that the
later instructions gave an alternate method of meandering. This method utilizes a solar
compass and chain to essentially take angles and distances to different points along a

stream.?°

After taking an in-depth look at the purpose of a meander line, the difference
between a meander line and a boundary line, and the differences between the 1815, 1833,
and 1850 Instructions for meandering, we can see that although they are often
misinterpreted, meander lines, in general, do not constitute boundary lines and were run

for surveying and mapping purposes only.
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