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Federal Land Records: Bounty Land, Land Entry Files, and 
Homesteading

Navigating Our 
Nation's Federal 
Records

Meet today’s presenter

Melanie McComb
Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Federal and State Bounty Land
• Land Entry Case Files
• Homesteading
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Voice of 
Melanie McComb, 

Genealogist

Overview
• Federal and State Bounty Land Warrants

– Eligibility and Process
– Finding That Paper
– The Land
– War of 1812 Bounty Land
– Later Bounty Land Acts

• Land Entry Case Files
– Using the Bureau of Land Management GLO Web Site
– Locating Tract Books on FamilySearch
– Requesting Land Entry Case Files from the National Archives

• Homesteading
– Did Your Ancestor Have a Homestead?
– Locating Homestead Records on Ancestry
– Black Homesteaders
– Strategies for Using Land Entry Case Files

Federal Bounty Land 
Warrants
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States WITHOUT Bounty Land
• Colonies: 

– New Hampshire
– Rhode Island
– New Jersey
– Delaware
– Connecticut

• Independent 
– Republic of Vermont

First the Promise
To enlistees in the Continental Army:

That Congress make provision for granting lands, in 
the following proportions: to the officers and soldiers 
who shall so engage in the service, and continue 
therein to the close of the war, or until discharged by 
Congress, and to the representatives of such officers 
and soldiers as shall be slain by the enemy

Congressional Act of 16 September 1776
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Then the Land

• LOC, Robertson, “The thirteen original states, 1783,” 1898

Acts Authorizing 
Bounty Land Warrants

• Bounty Land Acts 1788, 1803, 1806, 1850, 1855. 
– These acts awarded land for service
– 1788 allowed soldiers to sell/assign their award to 

someone else
– Information about land received under these acts 

often combined in Revolutionary War pension 
files, if applicable

New Survey System
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Eligibility and 
Process

Did Your Ancestor Serve?

BIRTH YEARS BATTLE YEARS WAR

1726‐1767 1775‐1783 REV WAR

1762‐1799 1812‐1815 WAR 1812

1796‐1831 1846‐1848 MEX WAR

1811‐1848 1861‐1865 CIVIL WAR

1848‐1881 1898 SPANISH/AMERICAN

Eligibility
• Unit: Continental line

• Rank: Soldier or non-commissioned officer

• Duration: Minimum three years of service

• Assignment Allowed: No (changed in 1788)

• State Application Allowed: Yes
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Amount by Rank
Rank Amount

Colonel 500 acres

Lieutenant Colonel 450 acres

Major 400 acres

Captain 300 acres

Lieutenant 200 acres

Ensign 150 acres

Private 100 acres

Resolution: 16 September 1776

Process Generated Paper
• Steps

• Federal Agencies
– Secretary of War reviewed applications and issued 

warrants
– Treasury Department supervised selection of land and 

issued patents

• State Agencies
– Unique to state

Application Warrant Survey Patent Possession

Application
• Serviceman submitted affidavits from 

commanding officers or fellow soldiers

• Submitted discharge papers

• If soldier died during service, heirs could file with 
documentation that they were legal heirs of the 
deceased

16

17

18



Class 3:  Bounty Land, Land Entry Files and 
Homesteading

10/10/2022

7

Warrant Authorizing a Survey
• Warrants issued – date of 

issuance, name and rank of 
veteran, state from which 
he enlisted

• Usually the state picked 
the land; Virginia allowed 
the soldier to choose

Virginia Warrant for William Rice 1783, land in Kentucky

Survey - 1793

Patent - 1803
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Assignment
• If soldier with a warrant could not take up 

residence, he sold the warrant for cash

• Rules varied by state and over time

• Federal warrants could be assigned beginning in 
1788

Finding that Paper

Disaster – 14,000+ Records Lost

Print published 14 Oct 1814 by G. Thompson showing Washington, DC under attack
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Finding Federal Applications and 
Warrants

• Destroyed bounty application files have been replaced 
by cards
– Name of veteran, rank, unit, warrant number, numbers 

of acres granted, date issued, assignee

• National Archives (NARA)
– Applications:  M804 Revolutionary War Pension and 

Bounty Land Warrant Application Files 1800-1900
– Warrants:  M829 Revolutionary War Bounty Land 

Warrants Used in the U.S. Military District of Ohio and 
Related Papers 

Example

The Land
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Finding Your Patriot
Lloyd DeWitt Bockstruck, Revolutionary War 
Bounty Land Grants Awarded by State 
Governments (Baltimore, MD:  Genealogical 
Publishing Co., 1996) 

Bockstruck’s book is on Ancestry as “Revolutionary War Bounty Land 
Grants”

www.ancestry.com

Family Search – “Massachusetts, land deeds, 1791-1884”
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Patent

War of 1812 Bounty 
Land

Did Your Ancestor Serve?

BIRTH YEARS BATTLE YEARS WAR

1726‐1767 1775‐1783 REV WAR

1762‐1799 1812‐1815 WAR 1812

1796‐1831 1846‐1848 MEX WAR

1811‐1848 1861‐1865 CIVIL WAR

1848‐1881 1898 SPANISH/AMERICAN
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War of 1812 Bounty Land
• Located in present day states of Arkansas, Illinois 

and Missouri (Michigan was planned but not 
fulfilled)

• First and Second Acts:  24 December 1811 and 11 
January 1812 for 160 acres for soldiers and non-
commissioned officers

• Act of 10 December 1814
– Provisions for soldiers enlisting after 1814
– 320 acres of land 

Finding the 1812 Warrant
• NARA Publication
– War of 1812 Military Bounty Land Warrants, 1815-

1858  (M848, 14 rolls)

• Ancestry Database:  “U.S., War Bounty Land 
Warrants, 1789-1858” (includes M848 and M829 
– Ohio Warrants)

• Fold3 Database: “War of 1812 Military Bounty 
Land Warrants, 1815”

www.ancestry.com
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www.ancestry.com

www.ancestry.com

www.ancestry.com
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www.ancestry.com

www.ancestry.com

Later Bounty Land Acts
• 27 July 1842 – Could use 1812 warrant for land outside of the 

three areas set aside

• 11 February 1847 – for one year’s service in Mexican War, 160 
acres

• 28 September 1850 – War of 1812 and Indian Wars
– Nine months of service – 160 acres
– Four months of service – 80 acres
– One month of service – 40 acres

• 22 March 1852 – Removes restriction on assignment for all 
warrants

• 3 March 1855 – Extended land benefits to groups previously not 
covered, including Native Americans.

40

41

42



Class 3:  Bounty Land, Land Entry Files and 
Homesteading

10/10/2022

15

QUESTIONS?

Land Entry Case Files

What is a land entry case file?
• These are records that document the transfer of 

public lands from the U.S. government to private 
ownership

• The National Archives holds over 10 million land 
entry case files that cover 30 public land states!
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Which States Were Not Included 
as Public Land?

• Original 13 colonies
Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia, Maryland, 

Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New 
York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, 
South Carolina, Virginia

• Hawaii, Kentucky, Maine, Tennessee, Texas, 
Vermont, and West Virginia

What Types of Land Entry Case 
Files Exist?

• Military Bounty Land Warrants

• Pre-1908 General Land Entry Files

• Post-1908 General Land Entry Files

Military Bounty Land Warrants
• Filed by the year of the congressional act that 

authorized the warrant, number of acres granted, 
and warrant number
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Records Before July 1908
• Organized by state, land office, type of entry (ex. Credit, 

cash, homestead, timber, and mineral), and final certificate 
number

• Large portions of these files are NOT organized by name

• Seven States Index (Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Florida, 
Louisiana, Nevada, and Utah)

• Includes Canceled or Relinquished Land Entries

Records After July 1908
• Regardless or state or type, organized in one large 

series by a serial patent number

• The National Archives holds name indices that 
include the patent number through the mid 
1950's.

• The Bureau of Land Management district office 
would need to be contacted for records after mid-
1950's

Cash Entry Files
• Most land entries after the Cash Act of 1820 was 

passed and before the Homestead Act of 1862 
were direct cash purchases

• The purchaser did not have to be a citizen, 
provide proof of residency, or improvements on 
the land.

• In the 1830's and 1840's, preemption laws 
required proof that the entryman met specific 
requirements
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Affidavit of Benjamin Wingo 
(1857)

Using the Bureau of 
Land Management 

GLO web site

https://glorecords.blm.gov
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https://glorecords.blm.gov

https://glorecords.blm.gov

https://glorecords.blm.gov
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https://glorecords.blm.gov

https://glorecords.blm.gov

https://glorecords.blm.gov
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https://glorecords.blm.gov

https://glorecords.blm.gov

Locating Tract 
Books on 

FamilySearch
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Bureau of Land Management 
Tract Books

• Contain the records of each parcel of land transferred from 
federal to private ownership in 28 of the 30 federal land states
 The tract books for Alaska and Missouri are lost.

• Volumes are organized by state, in some states by land offices, 
and then by township number and range.
Within each volume, entries are arranged by Section, 

Township, Range.

• Use the Coverage Table on the FamilySearch wiki to identify 
which volume to find the corresponding tract book.

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki

www.familysearch.org
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https://glorecords.blm.gov

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki

www.familysearch.org
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www.familysearch.org

Tract Book, Nebraska, Vol. 97 
(FamilySearch)

Requesting Land 
Entry Case Files from 

the National 
Archives
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www.archives.gov

www.archives.gov

www.archives.gov
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www.archives.gov

NATF Form 84 – Land Entry Files

QUESTIONS?
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Homesteading

The Homestead Act
• Signed in 1862, this law allowed any American (or immigrant pursuing 

the citizenship process) to purchase up to 160 acres of federal land.

• The law was not fully repealed until 1986, when it expired in Alaska. All 
previous states had repealed the law by 1976.

• Buyer was required to live on the land for five years and perform 
necessary upkeep and additions.
 Civil War Union veterans could use time served in military towards 

the residency requirement.
 Settlers could also acquire the title of land if they lived on the land for 

6 months and paid the government $1.25 per acre.

Eligibility
• Adults 21 years and older
Single women
Former enslaved people 
(1868 – 14th Amendment was passed)

Immigrants
1st papers required (declaration of intention)
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The Process
• Go to the local land office.

• Pay a small filing fee ($10)

• Live on the land and grow 
crops for 5 years.

• After the 5 years, file for the 
patent (land title). Pay the last 
fee (about $8).

• If approved, patent was 
awarded.

Homestead Certificate 1, Daniel Freeman

What's in the Land Entry Case 
File?

• Final Certificate

• Final Receiver's Receipt

• Testimony of Claimant

• Testimony of Witness

• Final Homestead Affidavit

• Application and accompanying affidavits
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Which States Did NOT Have 
Homesteads?

• Original 13 colonies
Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia, Maryland, 

Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New 
York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, 
South Carolina, Virginia

• Hawaii, Kentucky, Maine, Tennessee, Texas, 
Vermont, and West Virginia

The Topeka Tribune – 5 July 1862 
(Newspapers.com)

Life on the Prairie
• Fierce winds and fires

• Grasshopper infestation

• Severe droughts

• The lack of trees forced many of the early settlers to 
create their houses out of sod.

• Settlers had to supply their own farming tools.

• It was common for settlers to give up their land claim or 
declare bankruptcy.
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Sod house in Custer County, Nebraska (Library 
of Congress)

Homestead Acts
• Southern Homestead Act of 1866

 Included and encouraged African Americans to obtain a 
homestead

• Timber Culture Act of 1873
 Claimant required to plant trees
 No residency requirement

• Kinkaid Amendment (1904)
 640 acres to new homesteaders in western Nebraska

• Enlarged Homestead Act (1909)
 Doubled acreage from 160 to 320 acres in marginal areas

• National Stock-Raising Homestead Act (1916)
 Granted 640 acres for ranching purposes

Dawes Act
• Passed in 1887 under President Grover Cleveland

• Allowed the federal government to divide tribal lands. Native 
Americans who accepted the division were allowed to 
become U.S. citizens.

• 160 acres of farmland or 320 acres of grazing land 
was granted to the head of each Native American family.

• To receive allotment, enroll with the Office of Indian Affairs. 
Their name went on the "Dawes rolls".
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Did Your Ancestor 
Have a Homestead?

Clues for Possible Homesteading

Check census records for 
birthplace of head of family 
and children. You may 
notice a move shortly after 
1862 out west.

1
Check census records for 
the occupation of the head 
of household. Look for 
farmers that owned 
property.

2
Review agriculture 
schedules to identify if the 
family had 160 acres (full 
portion) or 80 acres (half 
portion).

•Early 20th century, you may see a 
higher acreage (320‐640 acres).

3

1880 U.S. Census – Geneva, Fillmore 
County, Nebraska (Ancestry.com)
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1880 Agriculture Schedule – Geneva, 
Fillmore County, Nebraska (Ancestry.com)

Locating Homestead 
Records on Ancestry

www.ancestry.com
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www.ancestry.com

www.ancestry.com

Locating Other 
Homestead Records 

on FamilySearch
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www.familysearch.org

www.familysearch.org

www.familysearch.org
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Report of Fraudulent Claim or Entry (1903)

Affidavit alleging fraud (1909)

Report of Fraudulent Claim or 
Entry Cont'd (1903)
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Cancelled Homestead Case (1913)

www.familysearch.org

www.familysearch.org
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Timber Culture Register of Entries, Central 
City, Colorado (1887)

Black Homesteaders

The Exodus of 1879
• First mass migration of 

African Americans from 
the South after the Civil 
War

• Many were former 
slaves (known as 
exodusters)

• Settled in the states of 
Colorado, Kansas, and 
Oklahoma.

Library of Congress
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African American Homesteaders
• 6 Primary Homesteading Communities
Nicodemus, Kansas
DeWitty, Nebraska
Sully County, North Dakota
Empire, Wyoming
Dearfield, Colorado
Blackdom, New Mexico

https://www.nps.gov/home/black-homesteading-in-
america htm

https://www.nps.gov/home/black-homesteading-in-america.htm
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https://www.nps.gov/home/black-homesteading-in-america.htm 

https.gov/home/black-homesteading-in-america.htm

Strategies for Using 
Homesteading Case 

Files

115

116

117



Class 3:  Bounty Land, Land Entry Files and 
Homesteading

10/10/2022

40

Immigrant Origins
• Immigrants were required to have already filed their 

first papers (declaration of intention) in order to apply 
for a homestead.

• Many land entry case files contain copies of the 
naturalization papers that were filed by the applicant.

• Applications also list details about an ancestor's 
birthplace.
Pre-1906 naturalization records often list the name of 

the country with no specifics on county or townland.

Certificate of Naturalization of Mrs. Mary Crain 
(Ancestry.com)

Military Service
• Veterans who served in the Union during the Civil 

War were eligible to apply for a homestead and use 
their military service towards the 5-year residency 
requirement.

• Soldier's Discharge records are included as proof 
of service.
Information includes regiment information, where 

enlisted or drafted, occupation, birth date and 
birthplace.
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Soldier's Discharge Certificate, Land Entry 
Case File of John Vodra (Ancestry.com)

Letter accompanying discharge certificate, Land 
entry case file of John Vodra (Ancestry.com)

Statement of Service, Adjutant General's Office, Land 
Entry Case File of John Vodra (Ancestry.com)
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Review
1. Bounty land was an incentive for 

enlistment and may explain why 
your ancestor moved outside of 
their county and/or home state.

2. Federal land entry files may hold 
valuable clues about your ancestor's 
migration, their military, and 
citizenship status.

3. Multiple sources should be 
consulted to learn more about your 
ancestor's story.

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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