
 

 

Readers Respond to Request for Stories  

We asked you to share your surveying stories, and your response has been phenomenal. Keep them 
coming!  Send your submissions to nswstories@nsps.us.com 

 
Submitted by Thomas J. Todd, I.P.L.S., Oswego, Illinois 
 
7 or 8 years ago I got a call from a nice lady, unknown to me, in a nearby town. She said she needed a 
surveyor's help. She had a book with a diagram for a stake-out that would "summon angels" to the site 
of the stake-out. She had tried it with some busted up tree branches and no angels had come, so she 
thought she needed professional help to get the layout just right. I did the math and we went to her 
back yard and set the 10 or so hubs where required, over maybe a 20' by 20' area. She was a very sweet 
person and really happy seeing it get done "right". Her innocence and belief made it a really serious deal 
for us.  
   
I never saw her again, I didn't charge her,  and I don't know if any angels ever showed up. I hope they 
did.  
 
Submitted by Kelland Gregory, PLS, Overland Park, KS 
 
In the summer of 2007, I had an engineering student from a local university working with me as an 
intern.  He was decent help on the crew, but what really bugged me and some of the other crew chiefs 
was his “regularity”.  Every afternoon at 2:30 he had to disrupt the work flow to go find a bathroom.  I 
can understand having to go, but it got to be an annoyance being down for 20-30 minutes in the 
afternoon while he took care of business.  So one day we find ourselves doing a small topo in city park 
and 2:30 rolls around.  Instead of driving somewhere, he opted to try for the restroom in the bath house 
of the city pool in the same park.  He approaches the desk and asks the two teenage girls running it if he 
could use their facilities.  I see them nod and he heads around behind them.  I decided to have a little 
fun with him at this point. 
  
Now each of us had a radio on that day for calling codes, and I noticed that he still had his on when he 
went back to the restroom.  I gave him a minute to get situated in there before keying the mic.  From 
deep in my chest, I conjured up the biggest grunt I could manage and poured it straight into that radio.  I 
was about 300’ away from the bath house and I could hear that grunt echoing against the concrete walls 
perfectly.  Those girls’ faces turned beet red and they both slapped their hands over their mouths.  It 
took him just a few more minutes to emerge and the two girls wouldn’t look at him when he walked 
out.  I could still see them giggling about it as he crossed the parking lot back to the truck.  When he got 
over to me, he said something but I don’t know what it was because I was laughing so hard.  From then 
on, he still had to go at 2:30, but not as often, and definitely not with a radio. 
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Submitted by Roark V. Rogers PLS 
 
My story, from a few years ago, is from a Superfund site, which was a clean-up of an old uranium mine 
on an Indian Reservation in Washington.  I was the surveyor on a three man crew sent to locate and take 
soil samples at specific “random” locations. The other two with me were the Soil Engineer (sampler) and 
the Indian observer (guide). One of the tests was using the Geiger counter to check radio activity.  At all 
our samplings we were getting higher than normal readings. After rechecking the calibration, which was 
good, the next day our readings were still high.  As luck would have it, the Indian observer with us was 
taking radiation pills for his heart, and his dosage set the readings higher. We had him stand away from 
our sampling sites from then on, when taking the readings.   
 
We were a good crew, with other good stories, and I got to see some pretty country too. We also saw 
and heard moose in heat. The Indian guide said that he wasn’t afraid of being attacked  because moose 
don’t like red meat. We laughed so hard we scared the moose.  
 

 

Submitted by Michael Zancanella 

 
The sunlight shortened days of December 1988 brought me to the Southern Ute Reservation in SW 
Colorado to stake oil and gas wells and access roads.  Though it was pre-GPS, I was working by myself  (I 
was much younger then). The weather was mild enough to wear Carhartt shorts and a long sleeved 
shirt.  The last well I surveyed was in a walk-in area, so it took some time to find all the necessary 
monuments, stake out the well pad and topo the area.  I finished and returned to the main road to my 
truck to meet with a company rep. to determine where the approved take-off was to access this well. 
  
We determined the  location and I took off with the  lathe bag full of pre-painted centerline-of-road 
stakes, heading  up the crest of the ridge towards the well site just staked.  The weather was still 
cooperating and I was making good time pounding in a lathe and stake at sight-distance from the 
previous one.  About half way up the ridge as I entered a small group of very old junipers, I came upon 
something that was not expected in that particular area.  Large stones had been set in a pattern by 
someone.  I found a 10’ wide, 50’ radius, beveled ring of stones.  The scene was like a dinner plate 
placed upside down.  The 10’ wide ring of expertly placed stones was  the plate rim rising up to the plate 
bottom which was a 40’ diameter (I had my tape with me) leveled earth circle.  Within that 40’ circle was 
a very old juniper about 2.5’ in diameter—so it had been there a long time, probably 800 or 900 years .  I 
puzzled over this for some time.  Contrary to my hurry-up work ethic, I sat in the middle of the circle and 
looked around at the panoramic vista that was visible from my vantage point---mountain ranges, mesas 
and river bottom---a spectacular place.  
  
It took quite a while to pick myself up and get moving to finish staking the access road, but the sun was 
departing rapidly and my wife and child were awaiting me at a local motel. I let them know what I had 
found and they suggested describing the site to the archeologist who was to follow me.  He did not 
know what it could be, but suggested a dance platform of the Anazazi. 
  
I have since tried to get permission to re-enter the area but to no avail.  Oh, I did re-route the road 
around the site, but it was never drilled or developed anyway. 
 
Submitted by Michael Zancanella 
 



The winter of 1977 – 1978 was extremely snowy in SW Wyoming.  I had just begun my Land Survey 
career as a Party Chief for a prominent consulting firm,  when I was given an interesting survey project in 
the Red Desert. 
  
We (three-man crew) loaded the 4X4 pickup and headed for the Bar-X exit from Interstate 80—We 
headed north up the county road.  After we got about 100’ we realized that the road was snowed-in and 
closed.  We tried other possible access roads after that with the same result. The entire desert was piled 
high with 3.5 feet (that’s 3 ½ feet for the layman) of very white snow and drifted higher in many 
places—We returned to the office, but our explanation did not go well with the boss.  
  
After he checked out our no-access excuse and found that it was a fact that the roads would not be 
open again till Spring, he made other plans.  The client, an oil and gas operator wanted the work done, 
so we would go out the next day by air.  Very early the next morning, the helicopter landed.   We loaded 
and boarded, and headed out to the survey location. First time for all of us—except the pilot. 
  
How do you find monuments in extremely deep snow in the middle of the Red Desert?  With USGS topo 
map on my lap, all the detail on the map was similarly detailed on the ground below.  We easily followed 
old 2 track road impressions in the deep snow and the slight reliefs of the desert below.  We landed a 
number of times, found all the monuments we needed and with the equipment available at that time 
(Wild gun and Geodimeter) staked the requested drillhole location.  
  
There are not many daylight hours available in January, but the sun was bright and the thermometer 
hovered at 17° below zero F.  The pilot called me over and yelled that he had to return to town for fuel 
because of the cold weather impact on fuel consumption.  I yelled back that we would be OK. But while 
you are there, bring back one more bundle of lathe. 
  
We watched the chopper disappear over the horizon and looked at each other with wide eyes and 
without any words.  Sure he would return before dark?  We enjoyed the white, the cold, the serenity of 
the snow-covered desert, and finished our survey work.  A half hour before dark the chopper returned, 
and we used the extra lathe to finish staking the access road.  
  
The next day, I was called into the office to face an irate boss who explained to me what a chopper costs 
an hour and why would I send the pilot in some 80 miles to get a bundle of lathe.  I was a little 
disbelieving for a moment.  I thought that I was going to get praise (hopefully a raise) for a job well 
done.  Even though I explained the extreme cold and fuel consumption circumstances, that never did 
resolve itself satisfactorily, and I eventually offered my survey services elsewhere. 

 
Submitted by Michael Zancanella 

 
We had been all over this tiny NW Montana town inquiring here and there and now we knew his 
residence.  We angled up the front sidewalk of the old log cabin and knocked gently and then forcefully 
on the front door.  Nobody!  This was bad.  Something was stirring inside-vaguely, faintly.  I toed up to 
the door and adjusted my vision until I could see inside the cabin.  I had recently seen ‘Animal House’ 
and though I did not see John Belushi  himself in that twisted mess, I was sure that this was the correct 
address.  There were booze and beer bottles and clothing strewn everywhere, overflowing cigarette ash 
trays, and sleeping or passed-out partiers in every imaginable position on floors, couches and dining 
room table.  That is when he dragged into view in boxers, and that’s it.  His girlfriend was doing her best 
also, and was on his arm in her “that’s its”. 



  
Through eyes that did not focus he stared till he figured out who we were.  “Oh yeah, be right there 
guys, have a beer, have a seat”  Yeah sure!  But, we had work to do and he was absolutely necessary to 
that task—so we waited. 
  
He was still not moving fast when again he came around the corner in fatigues and now not sporting a 
girlfriend on his arm-she had apparently fallen off somewhere along the way. 
  
We got some coffee into him and drove him to the staging site area.  We were going flying with this guy, 
our pilot, over the crest of the Rocky Mountains and down into the wilderness above Two Medicine 
River.  Grizzly country deluxe.  There were 5 of us on this survey crew and we were ready for our ten day 
stint into “Sacred Indian Burial” lands. 
  
Everything was loaded and we waited for another period of time for out tribal sharpshooter.  We were 
not allowed to bring any weapons onto these tribal grounds.  We waited some more and finally decided 
that we had to go before the winds made helicopter flight untenable.  We were already 4 hours behind 
schedule.  The pilot (a Vietnam vet—we needn’t have worried) flew west and hit the crest of the 
mountains—instantly, the blades bent sharply upward in the intense wind,  and with a smile and a 
hoarse yell,  he let us know that it was nothing.  Yeah sure! 
  
The other side of the mountain crest was all a carpet of pines.  Looking down directly below the wind-
beaten chopper, we could see elk in various places wending their way along forest trails to their day 
beds.  We crossed Two Medicine River, swung around and located a place to set up camp. Having 
landed, we unloaded our camp and survey supplies, we saluted goodbye to our pilot.  He swore to us 
that he would be back in 2 weeks.  We reminded him that it was ten days.  Yeah sure! 
  
The River was feeding directly from a nearby mountain glacier and was very cold and clear.  The camp 
looked pretty darn good to all of us.  Time for a large camp fire. 
  
When you go out in a remote corner of Montana and recruit a crew for an adventure like this, you get a 
motley sort from all walks of life. The instrument man was a marathon runner from the Fort Peck tribe.  
That tribe, from the other end of the state, was a totally different tribe than the one here in Glacier 
Park.  No problem!  He was somewhat stoic with a wicked sense of dry humor.  One crew member was 
himself a Vietnam vet and well versed in just about everything.  He brought along his best friend who 
somehow made sure to get a case of Rainier and a 5th of Jim Beam into his provisions.  The Boss brought 
along his son of high school age, with a friend who was a recent HS grad football star out to make some 
college money.  The Boss was there also to run the show. 
  
We built up a pretty good fire that first night, stared into the flames, which seems to be a requirement 
of camp fires, and the conversation turned to grizz. orUrsusArctosHorribilis. The stories were good 
although not really believable.  Football Star had big eyes during these tales, and he kept them moving, 
looking deep into the woods around the camp.  Then during a serene lull in the conversation, from Fort 
Peck came the Hollywood- mocking-Tonto-like wording that “chief say—man rub self with sage—grizzly 
no bother”.  Football Star heard this, and after a short nonchalant interlude, discreetly left camp for a 
while and came back reeking of sage.  No one laughed out loud, but we all looked amusedly at each 
other.  After another silent fire-staring moment, again Fort Peck broke the silence with “Oh, me think 
about it, me wrong, chiefs say sage attract grizzly”.  Soon another discreet  departure and we could hear 
the splashing in the river—trying to get the sage off.  Then we did laugh out loud. 



  
This was not a seasoned survey crew, but a lot of the work was grunt work anyway.  We headed up the 
flank of the mountain staking and surveying the centerline of the proposed access road to the well we 
were to locate.  Boss sent the guys ahead with chain saws to cut a line-of-sight through some heavier 
timber areas.  A limb here and small tree there and with a theodolite, you can run a survey line.  Of 
course, you can use a little Trig to get around some of the larger trees ‘on-line’. Ahead of us and up the 
slope,  we could hear the saws buzzing for a time—for too long a time.  We decided to check on the 
progress.  A very large swath of virgin growth had been laid low, each tree falling in its own random 
direction—some on top of the one just cut.  This in sacred country!  We then demonstrated the idea of 
line of vision only-not 25 feet, but maybe 1’wide will do.   Luckily they had not gotten far at all in their 
clear-cut-chainsaw massacre enthusiasm. 
  
We continued with our work and also with getting to know each other over the nightly bon fires.  After 
the second day, we had learned to work close together.  We had no weapon of any kind and we were 
seeing plenty of bear sign like berries stripped from bushed and the unwanted portions then deposited 
again on the ground.   Viet-Vet even saw the obligatory 12” bear paw in the mud of a stream, just then 
refilling with water.  Close at hand!  We stayed together and stayed somewhat noisy for such a pristine 
setting. 
  
We did not know it, but Boss had been planning ahead and the chopper again descended on the 6th day 
and we loaded the T-2 and Geodimeter 3800 aboard and whisked away to NGS station “MEDICINE”  The 
normal wind was blowing and the skids landed at 90° on a narrow (about 12’ wide) sw-ne ridge top.  We 
occupied the brass cap and Fort Peck sighted the stack of prisms we had left on a hilltop control point 
above camp some 18,000 feet away.  We dialed in the digits on the EDM, recorded the distance and 
collected the angles we needed and returned to camp. 
  
In the next few days, Boss protracted our location into the unsurveyed area we were working in and we 
procured a USGS elevation for the well site, staked out the pad area and departed for camp. 
  
We had hung everything we could in the neighboring trees around our camp and it was a good thing 
too.  A large and a smaller bear had come to visit.  Nothing was disturbed, but they had left their 
fragrance behind.  We sang some pretty boisterous songs around the campfire that night.  But with our 
work completed and the chopper expected in the morning we all slept well and reluctantly picked up 
camp the next morning, hopped aboard (I could still hop then) the ‘ride’ and proceeded back to 
civilization and the office work to be finished. 
  
The well and access road were never approved or developed. 
 


