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SURVEYING PRACTICES IN EARLY SOUTH CAROLINA

by Louise Pettus

The English settlement of South Carolina dates back to 1670.
Surveyors have been involved and a part of South Carolina's growth
and associated pains since. In 1670, ±e streets of Charles Town
settlement covered only nine acres and was surrounded by water on
three sides.
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The Lords Proprietors, eight in number, received a grant of what is
now North and South Carolina from the King of England. An
elaborate plan of government and land settlement was worked out in
England by the famous philosopher, John Locke. For over forty years,
the colonial surveyors, who worked out of Charles Town, were affected by the decisions of the English
philosopher who never set eyes on Carolina.

The first settlers obtained title to the land only after going through a cumbersome process. The settler
would appear before the governor and the Council to make a request for the land. The governor would
then issue a warrant for the land. The warrant was taken to the secretary who recorded it.

The warrant was an order to the surveyor general to make a plat of the land. The surveyor general drew
up a plat and a "return of survey". The settler took these papers to the secretary who would check them
against the original record and then certify the plat. A copy of the certified plat was recorded and the
original plat was given to the prospective grantee. The secretary then drew up a "sealed grant" which
had to be taken to the governor and to the council for their signatures.

Finally, the land grant was recorded in an official register. All of the registration had to occur within
ninety days of receiving the plat or the grant was void.

Soon, the office of surveyor general could not keep up with drawing and registration of plats. Short cuts
were found. Abstracts replaced the original lengthy warrants. The Council became tired of listening to
petitions and delegated that role to subordinates. The surveyor general subleased the plat-making to
deputy surveyors.

All fee schedules had to be posted in a prominent place. For nearly a century, the fee for surveying one
acre was a half penny sterling. Platting and returning a survey was eleven shillings and eight pence and
the running of old lines for any person, or between parties, was fourteen shillings sterling per day.

Nearly all of these original proprietary plats and returns of survey have been lost. Only one volume,
"Charles Town Lots, 1678-1756," and a few isolated plats survive the early period. Fires, earthquakes,
floods, and wars have taken their toll. Because South Carolina was a royal colony, the abstracts were
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