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Surveyors often need to interpret old handwritten documents.  

We are increasingly unfamiliar with the cursive writing style in general, 

and also face issues with unfamiliar abbreviations and unusual letter shapes.
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Palaeography

is the study of old handwriting. 

Tempting to declare it totally illegible; 

but just appears that way 

to modern readers. 
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Common Features of Cursive 

Styles

There are some common 

features within the variety of 

cursive styles.
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Continuity of pen strokes

Quill pens or ink pens with steel nibs. 

held a limited amount of ink, 

when raised it could drip and make puddles or smudges.  

Letters within words made with as few strokes as necessary.

Not forming each letter individually is quicker than printing
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Abbreviations
With pen strokes at a premium, and paper scarce and 

expensive, abbreviations were often used.  There are some 

standards, but often an abbreviation is simply indicated by 

squiggles or dashes above or between letters.
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Abbreviations

The Ampersand may take several forms:

Staunton and Parkersburg 

Including and taking in

9



An ampersand that ain’t

=      - pro;  with 

being provide;

being per
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The Long S
A lower case "s" was often written like an "f " especially where there 

was a "double s." The unusual s is placed first and called the "leading s," 

then the regular s is added.  It may also appear other places in words, 

with the rules apparently being somewhat flexible.

In typeset styles, the long s would not normally include the 

cross bar found on an f:     ʃ
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The F-hole
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The f-hole used to be a C-hole or S-hole
The openings on both sides of the body of the violin that are shaped like a lowercase "f" are 

appropriately called f-holes, and these serve to transmit to the outside air the vibrations within the 

body caused by the body's resonance, ringing out with a rich tone. The Viola da Gamba, which is 

older than the violin, has primarily C-shaped holes, and even after the violin appeared in the 

sixteenth century, half-moon, flame, S-shapes and other designs were also prevalent.

Standardizing on the current f-shape started about the beginning of the eighteenth century when the 

development of the violin was mostly complete. The f-hole is said to have been created when violin 

makers carved a section out of the middle of the S-hole to indicate the position of the bridge on the 

body.

(Source: Takatomo Kurosawa, World Instrument Dictionary, published by Yozankaku)



Cross-bars on (or off) t

Might stretch to cover more than one t

And might miss the t entirely
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Unusual Letter Shapes
Many letters might have extra long 

tails or flourishes

15



Unusual Letter Shapes
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Unusual Letter Shapes
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Unusual Letter Shapes
Something that looks like a t might be 

a capital A scrunched together.

Mrs. Alahzah Standle
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Abbreviations
With pen strokes at a premium, and paper scarce and expensive, 

abbreviations were often used.  There are some standards, but often an 

abbreviation is simply indicated by squiggles, dots or dashes above or 

between letters, indicating that letters have been left out.
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Abbreviations

Abbreviation for “es”, “is”, “s”, to denote a plural;

= oats
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Old Style Abbreviations - Proper Names

Abraham Asa Alexander

Andrew Benjamin Charles

Christian Christopher
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Cornelius Daniel Edward

Ephraim Ezekial Francis

Gabriel George Henry
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James Jeremiah Jerome

John Johnathan Joseph

Matthew Matthias Michael
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Nathaniel Nicholas

Richard Robert Samuel

Simon Stephen Solomon
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Thomas Timothy

William Zachariah

Senior
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Old Style Abbreviations - States

Arkansas                       Indiana                           Illinois

Kentucky                  Massachusetts                 Missouri
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Old Style Abbreviations - States

New York                               Pennsylvania

Tennessee

Virginia
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Suspension

A letter or letters, often followed by a full stop, represents a word.

.M. for majesty

Lo. for Lord

Omitting m or n

The omitted letter may be represented by a dash or wavy line, as in 

demād for demand.

Omitting i

May be represented by a dash or wavy line over the following o, as in 

commissōn for commission.  Sometimes the dash would be over the 

end of the word on the final n. 
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Unusual Use of Capitals in sentences or words

We are used to seeing capital letters only used at the 

beginning of a sentence.  Old cursive often has capital letters 

appearing in the middle of words:

(Unknown, abbreviated)            

Wagon Maker
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Unusual Use of Capitals in sentences or words

Or almost anywhere in a sentence, perhaps for emphasis.

And lower case letters may look like capitals, e.g. “k” in marked.
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Hyphens are not always obvious
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Numbers may be odd

1785
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Strategies

Practice and Perseverance

Don’t give up.  Was it easy to learn how to run the 

instrument?  To do a traverse closure?  To analyze a complex 

boundary issue?
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Strategies

Build an Alphabet

Often same clerk, etc. for many years.

Some common styles
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Suetterlin script, aka Gothic script, aka 

High German script
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Spencerian Alpha,

Upper case
Developed by Platt 

Rogers Spenser in 

1840, he established a 

school to teach it.

Standard business 

script in the U.S. from 

about 1850 through 

about 1925.  

Typewriters began its 

demise.
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Spenserian Alpha, 

Lower case
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Spenserian Script
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Palmer Script

Simplified from Spenserian, 

rhythmic looping circular 

motions, less ornate, better 

speed.  Developed c. 1888, by 

Austin Palmer.  Method 

involved "muscle motion“, the 

more proximal (closer to the 

center of the body) muscles of 

the shoulder or arm used for 

movement, rather than 

allowing the fingers to move.

Gradually superseded 

Spenserian, use began to wane 

in the 1950’s.  Like 

Spenserian, its overall decline 

was hastened by the 

typewriter.
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Strategies

Blow it Up

Expand uniformly, or stretch in either direction
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Blow it Up!
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Strategies

Use Context

Familiar words and phrases in deeds

Recognize them, use as keys

To have and hold; 

bargained and sold; 

heirs and assigns; 

in consideration of; 

To all to whom these presents may come, Know Ye;

in the year of our Lord

46



Strategies

Don’t struggle to make it what it isn’t

witch hazel

NOT

with hixel
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Strategies

Find a Rosetta Stone

Find another document in different handwriting 

With the same description, etc., 

So you have two examples of each word,

And use it to decipher.

48



Strategies

Fill in the Blanks

Transcribe what you recognize, 

Leave blanks for what you can’t read,

Use context or letter forms to fill in blanks
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_____ Wood _____ S 88 E 240 ps (poles) to a white oak S 75 E

200 ps to a white oak _______  ________ another line ________

N 80 E 80ps to a white oak and maple on said line

then leaving said line and running S 34 ½ E 58 poles _________

_____  ______________ to a small locust on the West Side of said 

Pike then S 35 W 312 ps __________ through one corner of the

Phillips ______________ and crossing Flat _______ to a

Small white oak with pointers on the West bank
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