
 
Celebrating the Life of Joseph C. Brown 

And the Bicentennial of the Fifth Principal Meridian 
 

This year marks the two-hundredth anniversary of the initial surveys for the Fifth Principal Meridian 
network within the United States Public Land Survey System.  This network serves as the basis for 
every property description and land title in an area covering more than two hundred and twenty five 
million acres of land within the states of Missouri, Arkansas, Iowa, Minnesota and North and South 
Dakota. An area representing nearly forty percent of the Louisiana Purchase. 

The Missouri Society of Professional Surveyors has planned two special events to celebrate this 
bicentenary. The initial event will be a program highlighting the history of this system. The second 
event will be the dedication of a memorial accentuating the accomplishments of one of its most 
distinguished surveyors. 
 
The first event will occur at our annual meeting the second weekend of October. We have a two day 
program planned that will summarize the development of this massive network and emphasize the 
achievements of some of the original surveyors. The first day will outline the development of the 
network, from its origin in Arkansas as a basis for the Military Bounty Lands, through its progression 
into Missouri and its intersection with the Spanish Land Grants, and continuing its expansion 
northward into Iowa, Minnesota and the Dakota Territory. The second day of the program will 
underscore the life’s work of Joseph C. Brown, the Deputy Surveyor responsible for running the 
Baseline and several significant lines in Missouri.  
 
Our signature event will occur the following weekend, with the dedication of a memorial to Mr. Brown 
in Bellefontaine Cemetery in Saint Louis.  He was, by all accounts, the most accomplished surveyor 
working in the Missouri Territory during that era. His reputation for competency, accuracy and 
integrity often led to him being put in charge of the more difficult and demanding government surveys.  
His three-decade body of work included some of the most important and complicated surveys of the 
day. Among his many achievements were: 
 

 Running the Baseline for the Fifth Principal Meridian network. 

 Surveying the Osage Treaty boundary from the Missouri River to the Arkansas River. 

 Executing the first government sanctioned surveys in the City of Saint Louis. 

 Surveying the Choctaw Treaty line, the original western boundary of the Arkansas Territory. 

 Surveying the Santa Fe Trail from Sibley, Missouri to Taos, New Mexico. 

 Surveying the western and southern line of Missouri. 

 Surveying the northern boundary of the Missouri Constitution, the infamous Honey War line. 

 Surveying Wolf Island and others for the boundary dispute between Kentucky and Missouri. 

 Surveying numerous Private Claims (Spanish Grants) and School Land in Eastern Missouri. 

 He also served terms as a state senator, sheriff and county engineer. 
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For many years Mr. Brown’s final resting place had remained a mystery. It was known that he had 
passed away before fulfilling his appointment to supervise the surveying of the Supreme Court 
decreed boundary line between Missouri and Iowa. After originally being laid to rest in a small church 
cemetery north of Saint Louis, his whereabouts slipped into obscurity when that cemetery closed in 
the 1870’s.   
 
Last year that obscurity appeared to have come to an end.  During a cursory review of cemetery 
listings, Missouri’s first State Land Surveyor, Bob Myers, found Brown’s name among the occupants 
at Bellefontaine Cemetery.  Additional research found the remains were located in the extended 
family plot of a niece, and that the remains had indeed come from the closed cemetery noted above. 
It appeared from this review that Mr. Brown’s remains were resting in an unmarked grave. How ironic 
it seemed, that such a distinguished surveyor, known for setting thousands of monuments, resided 
in a grave without one of his own. 
 
In cooperation with the Friends of Bellefontaine Cemetery, the Missouri Society of Professional 
Surveyors and its Saint Louis Chapter undertook the task of correcting this oversight. This group 
began the process of designing a monument and organizing a memorial befitting this unparalleled 
surveyor. The monument would list his many accomplishments, and the ceremony would include the 
reading of proclamations accentuating his historical significance. When completed, this memorial 
would become part of the cemetery’s tour of historical figures. A list that includes such dignitaries as 
William Clark, Edward Bates and Thomas Hart Benton. 
 
This summer, during a routine planning meeting, we were informed that new information had come 
to light regarding Mr. Brown’s gravesite.  One of the cemetery’s researchers found the original 
transfer records, and noticed that it appeared to indicate that the remains may have actually belong 
to Joseph C. Brown, Junior. A nephew thirty years his junior, who happened to die in the exact same 
year.   
 
While that news initially seemed disconcerting, it has not impeded our plans to honor Surveyor 
Brown.    Our committee continues to sift through the historical record in search of Brown’s location. 
Each new clue seems to generate additional questions.  One theory has it that Surveyor Brown’s 
remains may have actually been moved at the same time as the other family members, and could 
possibly reside with them at Bellefontaine Cemetery.  His body could also have been moved at the 
same time to a different location.  Or he may have never been moved and his grave has long since 
been obliterated with the development of that area in St. Louis County.   
 
This past year of retracing his history has proven challenging, but also enlightening.  Our 
astonishment at his accomplishments continues to grow with every new lead.  If nothing else, our 
research has revealed that this is an individual that clearly warrants recognition for the significant 
role he played in the development of the State of Missouri and for his many contributions to the St. 
Louis area. A man whose remains may have been lost to the present, but whose legacy certainly 
does not need to be lost to history. His reputation for competency, honesty and integrity often led to 
him being put in charge of the more difficult surveys of the day. And he clearly carried that honesty 
and integrity with him into his other professions.  Perhaps even to the detriment of a budding political 
career. One that could possibly have given him the historical recognition that has been bestowed on 
other surveyors who left the profession in pursuit of a life in politics.  
 
And so the Missouri Society of Professional Surveyors has decided to go forward with our plans 
to recognize Mr. Brown and create a Memorial in his honor at Bellefontaine Cemetery. We have 
decided to move the position of the monument slightly, from the location that we thought held his 
remains, to another location in the family plot that is currently unoccupied.  And the monument will 
transform from representing a gravesite marker to becoming a cenotaph. A place reserved for his 
final repose, should we ever manage to recover this lost monumental surveyor. 
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We feel that Bellefontaine Cemetery is a fitting place for this Memorial. The cemetery plans to add 
him to their list of significant individuals and include him in their tours of those that helped to shape 
the State of Missouri and the nation.  With his memorial being there, we are confident that he will get 
the recognition he so richly deserves.   
 
This journey reminds us of the rules we surveyors follow when trying to determine if a corner is lost 
or obliterated. The question of existence ultimately hinges on viable evidence. And the search for 
that evidence ultimately hinges on a thorough execution of due diligence. That is to say that we do 
not consider an item truly “lost”, until we have exhausted every possible avenue of investigation.   
This search for Surveyor Brown is similar.  While we may not know for certain whether he resides in 
the hallowed ground we assumed, we can rest assured that he deserves the respect and recognition 
we wish to bestow. And that whether or not his remains are ever recovered, this site will forever be 
reserved as a place of admiration and adoration for his undying legacy. 
 
For more information, please visit our website at www.stlsurveyor.org. For those that may wish to 
support our effort, tax deductible contributions can be made to the Missouri Society of Professional 
Surveyors Foundation for the Joseph C. Brown Memorial, 722 E. Capitol Avenue, Jefferson City, 
Missouri 65101.  
 

Warmest Regards, 

 
Stan L. Emerick, History Committee Chairman 
Missouri Society of Professional Surveyors 
Semerick@f-w.com 

http://www.stlsurveyor.org/

