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Father, son survey the landscape at Franklin business
“When dad started his
company in the early ’80s,
Mom made him teach me
how to hold a plumb bob
when I was about 12. I’ve
loved it ever since.”
— Brad Ott
“When dad started his company in
the early ’80s, Mom made him teach
me how to hold a plumb bob when I
was about 12. I’ve loved it ever since,”
Brad said.
A plumb bob is a small weight used
to determine a line that runs
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ince 1835, the Ott family has
made its living off of the land
on a Noble County farm. Jerry
Ott still makes his living off
the land, but he’s not a farmer.
He’s a civil engineer.
He and his son, Brad, own and
operate Main Street Consulting, Land
and
STORY & Surveying
Engineering in
PHOTOS BY downtown Franklin.
AMY MAY
Jerry Ott was the first
member of his family to
leave the farm, which is the oldest
continuous farm in Noble County, and
go to college.
After graduating from Purdue
University, he moved to Franklin for a
job in 1977 and has lived there ever
since.
His son, Brad, also a Purdue
graduate, grew up with a plumb bob in
his hands and followed in his dad’s
career choice.
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Brad Ott, left,
and his father,
Jerry Ott, run
Main Street
Consulting,
Land Surveying
and
Engineering in
Franklin.
Below: Brad
and Jerry Ott
study a plat
map for a new
subdivision in
Johnson
County.

MAIN STREET
CONSULTING, LAND
SURVEYING AND
ENGINEERING

12

Cover Story

September 2005

BUSINESS EXCHANGE

• Mapping

From plumb bobs to GPS
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perpendicular to the earth. The plumb bob is held against a
frame that parallels the surface being measured. Although it’s
mostly been replaced by computerized equipment, it’s one of
the many tools used by civil engineers.
Civil engineering can include a variety of tasks, such as
drawing up blueprints, designing municipal sewage systems or
laying out a new subdivision, as well as dealing with clients, the
community and various regulatory agencies. Anything that
needs to be done to a piece of land before the construction
crews and contractors come in usually falls under the umbrella
of civil engineering.
“There’s really not a typical week,” Jerry Ott said.
They have designed water towers for Trafalgar and New
Whiteland, mapped out a water line expansion for Franklin,
helped upgrade sewer systems, as well as drawn up the
blueprints for retail
spaces,
subdivisions and
government
buildings.
“Cities and towns
are the foundation
of a lot of the work
I’ve done,” Jerry
said. “I did a lot of
work for Franklin
under Mayor
Blankenship before
they hired a full
time engineer.”
Brad’s love is
land surveying. He
takes an empty plot
of land, such as
acreage for a
subdivision, and
uses a variety of
instruments to plot
out a blueprint.
Brad, who is the
president of the
company, uses a
Brad Ott and his Robotic Total System.
computer program
called AutoCAD to put his calculations on paper. All the
contractors that work in the subdivision use the blueprints,
whether they are paving the roads or pouring foundations.
“We have to figure out what’s there and what they want. We
look at grade, land features,” Jerry Ott said.

Legal issues
The Otts have to take local laws into account, such as
property setbacks, easements or flood plain rules, to lay out
where a subdivision’s roads and property lines will be. Brad
must make sure the developer is prepared to discuss his design
with local government officials, who will want to make sure the
plans are up to code.
Jerry said just about every building project has legal issues
involved. A large road project, for example, may have eminent
domain issues. A town’s new sewer system may include working
with the Indiana Department of Environment Management to
make sure the system will meet clean water regulations. For
any government-sponsored projects, civil engineers also play a
role in preparing the required Environmental Impact
Statement.
“There are approval agencies at federal, state and local
levels,” Brad Ott said.
“We have to help out in a quasi-legal manner, but we are not
attorneys,” Jerry Ott said.
Government regulations have changed a lot during Jerry’s 30year career.
Jerry remembered the 1970s, when the federal Clean Water
Act went into effect and he helped the city of Greenwood
overhaul its sewer system. The city eliminated two wastewater
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urveying — the science and
art of determining or
establishing the relative
positions of points above, on, or
beneath the surface of the earth
— has been around since 1400
B.C., when the Egyptians first
used it to accurately divide land
into plots for the purpose of
taxation.
Later, the Greeks developed
the science of geometry and
were using it for precise land
division. They are credited with
developing the first piece of
surveying equipment, a diopter,
which is a lens used to visually
measure distances, and the
plumb bob, a lead weight hung
on a line to help the surveyor
determine a vertical line as a
reference point.
Greeks also created
standardized procedures for
conducting surveys.
The history of the field is what
appeals to Brad Ott, president of
Main Street Consulting, Land
Surveying and Engineering in
Franklin.
“I like the history, rethinking
the old surveyors’ steps. It feels
good to be able to follow through
with what they’d done,” he said.
He said he still carries a
plumb bob on his belt for
sentimental reasons. Plumb bobs
are still used in the construction
industry, but modern,
computerized equipment has
replaced them in the surveyor’s
tool box.
Thomas Jefferson

On large projects,
surveyors must take
the curviture of the
Earth into account
when making their
maps.

is credited with the first plan to
lay out the United States and the
public land system in 1802, Ott
said.
That was the beginning of the
industrial revolution and the
importance of “exact
boundaries” and the demand for
public improvements such as
railroads, canals, roads brought
surveying into a prominent
position, according to Purdue
University.
More accurate instruments
were invented. The “spirit level”
replaced the plumb bob and the
sciences of geodetic and plane
surveying were developed.
Geodetic is the science of
determining the shortest lines
between two points on a curved
surface, such as the earth.
Today, it is used when surveying
large areas, usually more than
300 square feet. Plane surveying,
which pertains to flat surfaces,
is used to survey smaller areas,
such as a subdivision or new
industrial park.
“Jefferson was smart enough
to follow the curve of the earth,”
Ott said.
Indiana, along with much of
what was considered the “West”
back then, was laid out in 36square mile townships. The
central point, or the fixed point
from which the township lines
were drawn, was in Paoli.
They used 4-inch, 3-feet tall
wooden posts to mark the
boundaries, but after they
began to rot away,
surveyors used rocks to
mark the section and
township lines.
“They originally did it
with compasses and
chains that were 66 feet
long,” said Jerry Ott,
Brad’s father and also a
civil engineer. “That’s
how they

measured through wild lands.
They blazed a trail, there were
no roads, and set the stone.”
Geographical features and
politics have changed today’s
townships, Jerry Ott said. They
are no longer perfect squares,
but they once were.
Today, surveying affects just
about everything in our daily
lives. Surveyors used their skills
to map the earth above and
below the sea, prepare
navigational maps for land, air
or sea, establish boundaries of
public and private lands, develop
databases for natural resource
management and to develop
engineering data for bridge
construction, roads, buildings
and land development,
according to Purdue University.
The Otts said another
significant change in the field is
equipment.
“Thank God for computers,”
Jerry Ott said.
In the past, calculations would
have to be done on a basic
calculator, which cost $800 when
it first came out and blueprints
were drawn by hand. Now, a
program called AutoCAD will do
them.
The plumb bob has been
replaced by the robotic total
system. It can be programmed,
carried to the survey site and
set up on its tripod. It creates a
reference point from a prism,
also set by the surveyor, and
makes the measurements
according to the section
coordinates of the plot of land
being surveyed.
The next new tool for
surveyors might be global
positioning systems, which Brad
expects to see more and more
of.
“We’ll probably buy one in the
next five years,” he said.
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treatment plants and started the process
of sending its sewage to the Indianapolis
treatment plant.
“Now, there are fish in the streams; it’s
much cleaner water. There’s much more
regulatory red tape to clear (today), but it
is good for the environment,” he said.
The engineers and builders of the past
didn’t purposely do things to harm the
environment, but people just didn’t know
about the long-term effects of some
chemicals or practices, he said.
Jerry helped with the demolition of a
building in Martin County. The federal
government built it in the 1950s and it was
full of asbestos.
“It’s an example of what it is we didn’t

know about. We know better now,” he said.
Engineers can help keep the
environment clean, he added, by
encouraging builders to do things such as
leaving a buffer zone of trees along a
stream bank.
“I have a small part in my job,” he said.
“We need to be responsible and do things
in a manner that’s friendly to the
environment so we can leave something
for our grandchildren,” he said.

Helping others
Using his skills to help others is Jerry
Ott’s favorite aspect of his job.
He accepted a part-time consulting job
from Martin County and will help them
design an industrial/technological park to
take advantage of their proximity to Crane
Naval Surface Warfare Center and try to
attract business to the area. An
economically depressed area with a
county budget of only $4 million, Martin
County cannot afford a full time economic

development director.
Jerry Ott also served as president of the
Johnson County Economic Development
Corporation about 10 years ago, served on
the Greenwood Chamber of Commerce
board and is a Greenwood Rotarian.
“Those are things I’m doing that are
different from engineering,” he said.
Brad Ott is also using his skills to help
others.
He attends Franklin Community Church
and had a chance to meet the Rev.
Matthew Sakeuh of Anderson. Sakeuh,
who immigrated from Liberia, is the
director of People for Missions/Houses for
Hope, Liberia — a Christian organization
that is trying to build houses, schools,
hospitals and orphanages.
The country has lost much of its
infrastructure because of civil war and
neglect by corrupt public officials. Almost
half of the country’s citizens are children
and many of them are orphaned.
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Sakeuh talked to the Franklin
congregation about his project in
Monrovia, the capital of Liberia, to build a
52 acre campus that includes a church,
hospital, school and living spaces.
“We just embraced his work,” Brad said.
Brad asked for the computer blueprints
of the projects. He and Jerry have been
going over them, ready to offer advice.
Brad said he may get more involved in the
project in the future, too.
The father and son team have run the
Franklin office since it was founded in
May 2000, with Brad as the president and
Jerry as the principal. Their interests are
different and seem to fit well together and
allow the business to serve a variety of
clients. Jerry enjoys being in the
community and working on the public
projects, while Brad works more with the
private sector clients and enjoy the
science, history and preciseness of the
field.

