CHAPTER 51
TOWN LINES AND PERAMBULATION OF BOUNDARIES

    51:2 Perambulation of Town Lines. – The lines between the towns in this state shall be perambulated, and the marks and bounds renewed, once in every 7 years forever, by the selectmen of the towns, or by such persons as they shall in writing appoint for that purpose.
    51:4 Return. – A return of the perambulation shall be made, particularly describing the courses and distances and the marks and monuments of such line, which shall be signed by the selectmen or persons making the same, recorded in the respective town books, and filed with the secretary of state.

The definition of Perambulation, or to Perambulate, means to make an official inspection of (a boundary) on foot.  As cited above in RSA 51:2, this responsibility shall be by the selectmen of the (two) towns, or by such persons as they shall in writing appoint for that purpose.  The legislature decided that county commissioners should perambulate the lines of unincorporated places.  This is not something that is optional, it shall be done.  The act of perambulation is a requirement that began in 1701, at the time making it an annual enterprise.  In 1719 the requirement was changed to a three year cycle, and in 1791 an act was passed requiring all towns to be perambulated within two years of the passage of the act, and every seven years thereafter which is still the current requirement today.  A valid act then as it still is today.
The following list of dates indicates since the 1791 act was passed when the required perambulations should be found recorded in the respective town books (RSA 54:4) and also since 1969 when the legislature required it also to be recorded with the Secretary of State:  1972-1793, 1899-1800, 1806-1807, 1813-1814, 1820-1821, 1827-1828, 1834-1835, 1841-1842, 1848-1849, 1855-1856, 1862-1863, 1869-1870, 1876-1877, 1883-1884, 1890-1891, 1897-1898, 1904-1905, 1911-1912, 1918-1919, 1925-1926, 1932-1933, 1939-1940, 1946-1947, 1953-1954, 1960-1961, 1967-1968, 1974-1975, 1982-1983, 1989-1990, 1996-1997, 2003-2004, 2010-2011, 2017-2018.  This may or may not be what has been done, so a complete review of the town records would be required if they did not follow this schedule.
The past two years, all 234 of the towns and municipalities, and unincorporated areas, should have performed the requirements of law for RSA 51:2 and RSA 51:4.  This has not happened and the towns that have not complied will all give excuses as to why not.  Mostly categorized as being difficult to coordinate and execute.  The next anniversary dates are coming up in the years 2017-2018.

Aside from the fact that it is the sworn duty of the selectmen to protect, maintain, and execute all of the laws and regulations in regards to property and persons within the borders of their town, these laws have been poorly executed by many.  Some are because of being unaware of the responsibility or how and where to find the monuments marking these lines, and some because they just don’t understand the importance of the monuments marking them and why they need to be revisited on a regular basis.  That means all of the monuments and not just visiting the ones that they can drive by because the other one’s may be difficult to get to because of their remote locations like swamps or mountain tops.  Sometimes because they follow a river, cross through ponds, or private property that is posted or fenced off.  These conditions require extra planning in order to accomplish their retracement.
Because of the lack of care, many monuments have been lost in the records for not having been revisited, found, or replaced after destroyed due to natural or man-made causes, or just because they were dropped from the description in the return due not being visited or to transcription error.  Unfortunately there is also the situation of monuments being disturbed and moved to new locations that are not on the original line, or a monument that has been mistakenly identified as an original and incorporated into the return.  Unless you have some documentation indicating such a situation having occurred, it is difficult to recognize that there is a problem with its location.
Why is this important?  It is important because it becomes the root cause for disputes which is the main reason behind why the perambulation laws where created, to avoid disputes.  What kind of disputes?  Examples would be taxation, or in some cases non-taxation, tax sales of property by both towns and a source of boundary disputes between neighbors.  Services provided including road maintenance, sewer and water, schooling, fire and police protection, and welfare.  Jurisdiction determination involving issues like criminal prosecution and civil liability.  Subdivision and building regulations, review, and fees due associated to that activity.
Historically in the beginning, towns where created by charter and then later incorporated by the state.  Subsequently, there were many changes that involved splitting towns up to create new towns or new configurations between towns.  Many of the reasons were due to topography and the ability for the inhabitants to access religious services and town affairs.  Even recently for the purpose of attending school as was the case with some houses that were discovered to be built in one town when they thought they were in another.  Some for the reason that the particular holdings of a person would fall totally in one town, so the lines were changed to follow his property lines.  Some, as mentioned before, just to create a new town or split up and be absorbed by adjacent towns.  The lines created by charter or by legislation, generally indicating a starting point and sometimes a bearing and distance to an end point, were then run by either surveyors or by a committee appointed by the two towns and marked with interim points in between.  The running of the line then had a return and the marks in those returns became the basis for the perambulations that followed.  Many of the returns indicated that marks were set on certain trees or natural monuments.  As time progressed and trees died or disappeared due to storms or inadvertent logging, substitute monuments and witness offsets of many types and descriptions became established along with stone walls erected by land owners that may or may not have become part of the record indicating where the original lines where located.  
In retracing a town line it needs to be understood that even though the line established by the proprietors, governors, or by the legislature for townships by a description, the running of the lines set down on the ground where they actually were established.  Depending on who did this, surveyor or committee, and the method and care to which they carried out their mandate will depend on where these lines actually were established.  Unlike today with the sophisticated instrumentation that can run a true angular line with accurate distances to plus or minus thousandths of a foot, the compass and chains and compensatory measures used by the individuals to accomplish the first running of the lines were subjected to many forces of the natural world and their own methods to create a variety of configurations.  Calculating a GPS coordinate using a tax map, USGS sheet, or just a bearing and distance description without any other qualifiers and looking in that location may get you close and with some luck stumble upon it, or you could be off by hundreds of feet and come to the conclusion the monument no longer exists, but you would be wrong.  Even after locating a monument with GPS, a GPS location will always just be a close approximation of where that monument can be found.  GPS coordinates are always in a state of flux and will never be a lasting measure for location.  Lines were not straight due to local magnetic attractions or deflections not discernable over the long distances run to create a typical model of a 6 mile square township.  A point on a line run could be several hundred feet away from the straight line intended and yet to the individual reading the compass it would appear to be on the straight line.  Another source of error in direction was the result of a wrong bearing being used, putting it nowhere close to the line intended.  Distances were affected by trying to compensate for topography by a variety of methods which, unlike today, had excesses and overages sometimes by hundreds to thousands of feet.  An example is the note found in the Londonderry records describing the method of measurement compensation as pulling the chain to its full length, outstretching the opposite free arm and dropping the chaining pin to compensate for the terrain for its full length.  The lines run that did not have rough terrain or magnetic interference and careful measures used by the people with expert qualifications charged with the endeavor are generally fairly good and close to what was intended by the description.
With all the changes that have occurred over the last 200 years, it may be time to revisit the concept of having legislation passed to have all the towns lines surveyed and compiled with disputed lines resolved as was done with acts of legislation in 1803 and 1808.  The survey conducted by the New Hampshire Municipal Association in August of 2010, with less than half or only 103 of the towns and municipalities responding, indicated that 5% of those knew of problems and discrepancies with their town lines and 11% not sure.  In 1803, the towns were required to have a map made of the town lines, town roads, and other significant items and submitted to the Secretary of State including showing any disputed lines by 1805.  In 1808 an act was passed authorizing the Secretary of State to have the towns with disputed lines, or lines that did not match, to resolve them by survey.  The reason behind the legislation at the time was to get an accurate map of the State of New Hampshire for reasons of commerce, transportation, and planning.  With the growth and development of the towns in these past 200 years, these reasons would be valid today to repeat what was done then, only require that all the lines and monuments be surveyed so as to resolve all the discrepancies and assessments that have been promulgated by the current GIS tax maps.  Thus creating an updated catalog and description that can be used for future perambulations without some of the difficulties and errors associated with the effort to perform that duty today and will be good for centuries to come.
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