

Attachment 9


John Brink, an Old Government Surveyor
“You want to know about some of my early experiences as a government surveyor…?”  The speaker was John Brink, the old government surveyor now 88 years old and a resident of Illinois.

“Well, I began surveying before Abraham Lincoln did, although Lincoln was two year older than I.  … I began to make government surveys in 1831 under the surveyor general and Lincoln began as a deputy country surveyor,…in 1833.  It is the only instance in my life where I outranked Old Abe.

“From 1831 to 1836 I worked with John MuNet, another Untied States deputy surveyor from the Cincinnati, O., Land office.  Up to 1836 we had run the township lines over that part of Wisconsin from where Sugar river crosses the state line north to the Wisconsin river;… and thence to the point of the peninsula between Green Bay and Lake Michigan. 

Lake Geneva and its Name
“I first saw Lake Geneva in 1833.  Our party had come down across from Fort Winnebago to the state line to establish the first correction line of our survey…. Previous to this I had seen many of the lakes of Wisconsin, but nothing to compare with this one in beauty. Chief Big Foot and his Indians were still there, but camped further down the lake.   We camped at the big spring which boils out of the bluffs and a half mile above the head of the lake which now feeds the Douglas millponds.  Not many rods from the spring, suspended in a tall oak tree, was the body of Big Foot’s son, a lad about 14 years old.  They had taken a section of a section of the tree and split it, and hallowed out each half, enclosed the body within, and bound the parts together with withes and sinews, then suspended it high up in the tree, safe from vultures and wolves – a romantic resting place in a lovely spot, overlooking one of the most beautiful lakes in the world.  

“In 1835 I was running township lines in southern Wisconsin and ran a line through the lake.  Our instructions were to plat all lakes, rivers and streams, and to preserve all the Indian names to the same.  The Indians called the lake ‘Big Foot… [because] its general outline was the shape of a human leg and foot. 
“In due time I made my returns to the surveyor general’s office at Cincinnati, and the chief clerk put them in his own private desk.  When I made my appearance he called me into his private office, and, taking from the desk the plat I had made of Big Foot lake, and pointing to the name ‘Geneva,’ asked:

“’Is that what the Indians call that lake?’

“’No.’

“’Well, what were your instructions with regard to preserving original names?’

“’I was to carefully preserve them.’

“’What do the Indians call it?’ “’Big Foot.’

“’What right had you to change the name?’

“’None whatever.’

“’Then why did you do so?’

“’Because it was too beautiful a sheet of water to be called by such an ugly name.’ I then launched out in an enthusiastic description of its beauties and painted the finest word picture I was capable of.

“’But why did you name it Geneva?’ “’Because I was born eight miles north of Geneva, at the food of Seneca lake, New York, and I thought it was an appropriate name for that lovely sheet of water in these Wisconsin woods.’
“’Well, Brink, I was raised near there took and we’ll let it go on the records as Lake Geneva.’

Hardships of the Pioneers

“Our surveying party had two chainmen, an axeman, a cook, a packman, and myself.  We seldom camped more than two nights in one place.  Our camp equipment was reduced to the barest necessities and we were not supplied with guns to defend ourselves from either wild beasts or Indians.  Our expeditions would last from five to eleven months. …
“Every other day after our work was done, we would have to locate the new camp the packman and cook had made.  I think I know something of the hardships of pioneer life, for I have waded through miles of swamp and on more than one occasion have had to swim streams when the ice was running.  

To read more about John Brink, an old government surveyor click on

http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/wlhba/articleView.asp?pg=1&id=502&key=brink&cy= 
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