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In 1831, Lucius Lyon was appointed to survey the northern boundary of Illinois 
established by Congress to be at 42° 30’ north latitude.  
Late in 1831, one crew extended the 4th principle meridian north from Illinois, while 
another crew went to Dubuque, Iowa to determine and mark the northern border of 
the State of Illinois.  Bad weather caused considerable delays for the crews to 
determine an astronomic latitude of 42° 30’ . 
Finally on December 10, 1831, the intersection point of the two lines could be 
determined on the ground and a post marking the point was set in a 6’x6’x6’ dirt 
mound was set and the crews stopped for the winter.
In February, 1832 Lyon began GLO surveys of the Michigan Territory north of the 
border.  They resumed the border survey in October and finished in December of 1832.
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In the late 1960’s (1968) Bill Wambach a WisDOT Civil Engineer, UW-Madison 
Graduate Student James Swiggum and others attempted to recover the Initial 
Point of the 4th Principle Meridian.

Based on existing evidence, they concluded a location for the Initial Point of the 
4th Principle Meridian
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Facts to Consider

• Wisconsin State boundary is defined in The Congressional Enabling 
Act and repeated in Article 2 of the WI State Constitution

• Counties boundaries are defined in Chapter 2 of the Wisconsin State 
Statues

• Counties can only be created and merged/abolished by the 
Legislature per article 4 of the constitution.

• Depending on the date, Wisconsin counties were created by the 
Michigan Territorial Legislature (1818–1836), the Wisconsin Territorial 
Legislature (1836–1848), or the Wisconsin State Legislature (after 
1848). 
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State boundary is defined in The Congressional Enabling 
Act and repeated in Article 2 of the WI State Constitution 
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CHAP. LXXXIX. -An Act to enable the People of Wisconsin Territory to form a Constitution 
and State Government, and for the Admission of such State into the Union.

Session 1 of the 29th Congress    August 6, 1846

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress 
assembled, That the people of the Territory of Wisconsin be, and they are hereby, authorized to form a 
constitution and State government, for the purpose of being admitted into the Union on an equal 
footing with the original States in all respects whatsoever, by the name of the State of Wisconsin, with 
the following boundaries, to wit: 

Beginning at the north-east corner of the State of Illinois- that is to say, al a point in the centre of Lake 
Michigan where the line of forty-two degrees and thirty minutes of north latitude crosses the same;

thence running with the boundary line of the State of Michigan, through Lake Michigan, Green Bay, to 
the mouth of the Menomonie River; 

State boundary is defined in The Congressional Enabling 
Act and repeated in Article 2 of the WI State Constitution 
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thence up the channel of said river to the Brule River; 

thence up said last mentioned river to Lake Brule; 

thence along the southern shore of  Lake Brule in a direct line to the centre of the channel between 
Middle and South Islands, in the Lake of the Desert; thence in a direct line to the head-waters of the 
Montreal River, as marked upon the survey made by Captain Cramm; 

thence down the main channel of the Montreal River to the middle of Lake Superior;

thence through the centre of Lake Superior to the mouth of the St. Louis River;

thence up the main channel of said river to the first rapids in the same, above the Indian village, according 
to Nicollet’s map; 

thence due south to the main branch of the River St. Croix; thence down the main channel of said river to 
the Mississippi; 
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State boundary is defined in The Congressional Enabling 
Act and repeated in Article 2 of the WI State Constitution 
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thence down the centre of the main channel of that river to the north-west corner of the State of Illinois;

thence due east with the northern boundary of the State of Illinois to the place of beginning, as 
established by " An Act to enable the People of the Illinois Territory to form a Constitution and State 
Government, and for the Admission of such State into the Union on an equal Footing with the original 
States," approved April eighteen, eighteen hundred and eighteen.

Captain Cramm’s Map
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Captain Cramm’s Map
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What Could 
Have Been
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From Polk County Government 
History Website

Wisconsin was admitted in 1848 as the fifth and last state of the old 
Northwest Territory, set up by the Ordinance of 1787. 

When Illinois achieved statehood in 1818, Wisconsin lost 61 miles off 
the southern border, a band that extends West from the shore of Lake 
Michigan to the Mississippi River and includes Chicago, Freeport, 
Rockford and Galena.

In 1848, when Michigan was admitted to statehood, the whole Upper 
Peninsula was included with Michigan against their will. It had been 
pledged to Wisconsin by an artificial boundary. 

In 1848, when the St. Croix River was fixed as our Western State line, 
as well as the Western border of St. Croix County, we lost to Minnesota 
the large triangular tract between the St. Croix and Mississippi rivers, 
an area that today includes most of St. Paul and Minneapolis. 

From Polk County 
website, retrieved 
1/28/2020

What Could 
Have Been
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Counties are defined in Chapter 2 of the 
Wisconsin State Statues
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Counties are defined in Chapter 2 of the 
Wisconsin State Statues
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2.02 Construction of boundary descriptions. 
Whenever the boundary line of any county is described as running north or south on any range line, or 
east or west on any township line, the said boundary line shall be deemed to run on such lines as are 
established by the United States survey, making such offsets, where said range lines and township lines 
are not continuous straight lines, as are made by such United States surveys. 

2.03 Jurisdiction of counties on boundary streams. 
Whenever 2 counties are separated from each other by a river or a creek, the middle of the main channel 
of such river or creek shall be the division line between them, unless otherwise provided in the 
description of the boundaries of such counties. The counties so separated shall have common jurisdiction 
of all offenses committed on the waters between them, and all writs and process issued in any such 
county may be executed at any place on the waters of such river or creek opposite the county from which 
it was issued.

Counties are defined in Chapter 2 of the 
Wisconsin State Statues
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2.04 Jurisdiction of counties on boundary lakes and state boundary waters. 
The counties now or hereafter organized upon the westerly shore of Lake Michigan shall have jurisdiction 
in common of all offenses committed on the lake. 
The counties now or hereafter organized on the shores of Green Bay shall have jurisdiction in common of 
all offenses committed on Green Bay. 
The counties now or hereafter organized on the southerly shore of Lake Superior shall have jurisdiction in 
common of all offenses committed on the lake. 
The counties now or hereafter organized on the easterly shore of the Mississippi River shall have 
jurisdiction in common of all offenses committed on the river. 
The counties now or hereafter organized on the shores of Lake Winnebago shall have jurisdiction in 
common of all offenses committed on any part of the lake. 
The counties now or hereafter organized on the easterly shore of the St. Croix River or lake shall have 
jurisdiction in common of all offenses committed on any part of the river or lake
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2.05 Brown County records. 
The record in Brown County, made prior to January 1, 1840, of any such conveyance or instrument 
mentioned in s. 889.17, affecting lands situated in any other county at the time such record was made and 
duly certified copies thereof, shall be received in evidence with the same effect as if the same had been 
duly recorded in the county where the land was situated…

Counties are defined in Chapter 2 of the 
Wisconsin State Statues
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2.06 Records of Iron and Forest counties. The records of Iron and Forest counties, which have been or 
may be transcribed from the original records of other counties, … shall be received in all courts as prima 
facie evidence of the matters therein contained in the same manner as now provided by law for the 
reception of record evidence… 

2.07 Transcribed records of Rusk County. The transcribed records of Rusk County, which have been or 
may be transcribed from the original records of other counties, … shall be received in all courts in this 
state, as prima facie evidence of the matters therein contained, in the same manner as now provided by 
law for the reception of record evidence. 

2.08 Transcribed records of Menominee County. The records of Menominee County, which have been 
or may be transcribed from the original records of other counties, … shall be received in all courts as prima 
facie evidence of the matters therein contained in the same manner as now provided by law for the 
reception of record evidence. Title in grantees of the United States to lands situated in Menominee County 
shall become valid as of the effective date of the patent to such grantees, and no action or proceeding 
shall be commenced in any court in this state to question the validity of title passed by the patent when 
the patent has been duly recorded with the register of deeds of Menominee County. This section shall not 
affect any rights of this state. 

Evolution of the State Boundary
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Northwest Territory
1787-1800

The region was ceded to the United States in 
the Treaty of Paris of 1783. 
The Congress of the Confederation enacted the 
Northwest Ordinance in 1787 to provide for the 
administration of the territories and set rules 
for admission of jurisdictions as states. 
On August 7, 1789, the new U.S. Congress 
affirmed the Ordinance with slight 
modifications under the Constitution. 
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Northwest Territory
1787-1800

Jefferson’s Idea on creation of 
states west of the Appalachian 
Mountains
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Indiana Territory
1800-1809
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Illinois Territory
1809-1818
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Michigan Territory
1818-1833
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Michigan Territory
1833-1836
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Wisconsin Territory
1836-1848
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Wisconsin Statehood
May 29, 1848

• President James K. Polk signed a bill on 
May 29 making Wisconsin a state.
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What Could Have Been
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Evolution of Country Boundaries

January, 2020 31

County Boundaries- 1830
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Organized in 1818 were two counties 
that survive in present-day Wisconsin. 
Crawford was set up to govern the 
settlements on the upper Mississippi 
River from its seat at Prairie du Chien, 
Wisconsin, while Brown performed a 
similar function for the settlements 
around Green Bay. These would become 
part of the Wisconsin Territory in 1836. 

Michilimackinac County (later called 
Mackinac) was created in in 1818.

Chippewa County was created from 
Michilimackinac County in 1826. 

Iowa County, with its seat at Mineral 
Point, was established in 1829 and 
transferred to the Wisconsin Territory in 
1836. 

County Boundaries- 1835
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1834- Milwaukee became a county. 

On August. 25, 1835, it was given total 
independence from Brown County.  

This territory encompassed all of what 
are now Milwaukee, Jefferson, Kenosha, 
Ozaukee, Racine, Rock, Walworth, 
Washington, and Waukesha counties, as 
well as large parts of the present-day 
Columbia, Dane and Dodge counties.  
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County Boundaries- 1840

January, 2020 34

St. Croix County was created on August 3, 
1840 by the legislature of the Wisconsin 
Territory.

St. Croix

Crawford
Brown

County Boundaries- May 29, 1848
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The following counties were in existence 
when Wisconsin became a state:

1818- Brown, Crawford 
1829- Iowa
1834- Milwaukee
1836- Calumet, Dane, Dodge, Fond du Lac, 
Grant, Green, Jefferson, Manitowoc, 
Marquette, Portage, Racine, Rock, 
Sheboygan, Walworth, Washington
1840- Sauk, St. Croix, Winnebago
1842- Richland, 
1845- LaPointe (renamed Bayfield 1866), 
Chippewa
1846- Columbia, Lafayette, Waukesha, 
1848- Adams

Brown

Portage

Craw
ford

Chippewa

LaPointe

St. 
Croix

Un-
organized

County Boundaries- 1850
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The following counties were in created 
between May 29, 1848 and December 31, 
1850:

1850- Kenosha, Marathon
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County Boundaries- 1860
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The following counties were in created 
between January 1, 1851 and December 
31, 1870:

1851- Door, LaCrosse, Oconto, Outagamie, 
Vernon, Waupaca, Waushara
1852- Kewaunee
1853- Buffalo, Clark, Jackson, Ozaukee, 
Pierce, Polk, Shawano
1854- Douglas, Dunn, Monroe, 
Trempealeau, 
1856- Burnett, Eau Claire, Juneau, Wood
1858- Green Lake, Pepin
1859- Barron
1860- Ashland

County Boundaries- 1870

January, 2020 38

The following counties were in created 
between January 1, 1870 and December 
31, 1901:

1874- Lincoln
1875- Taylor
1879- Langlade, Marinette, Price
1881- Florence
1883- Sawyer, Washburn
1885- Forest, Oneida
1893- Iron, Vilas
1901- Rusk

County Boundaries- Current
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The following counties were created after 
December 31, 1901:

1959/1961- Menominee
The county was created on July 3, 1959 in 
anticipation of the termination of the 
Menominee Indian Reservation in 1961.

Reservation status was restored in 1973, and 
is now co-extensive with the county. 

Most of the land within the county 
boundary is under Federal Trust for the 
exclusive use by enrolled Menominee 
Indians. 

37

38

39



2/4/2020

14

Oddities to Consider

• Wisconsin earned the nickname “Badger State,” not because of its 
proliferation of badgers, but because its earliest white inhabitants 
were itinerant lead miners who burrowed into the hills for shelter 
rather than waste time and resources on a more permanent 
structure.

• Wisconsin was the last state entirely east of the Mississippi River to 
be admitted to the Union. 
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OVERTIME
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THE     
END
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