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Identifying a Pioneer 
in the Family
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Clues for Possible Pioneers

Check census records 
for birthplace of head 
of family and 
children. You may 
notice a move after 
1849 out west

01
Check census records 
for the occupation of 
the head of 
household. Look for 
farmers, miners, and 
railroad workers.

02
Review agriculture 
schedules to identify 
how much land they 
had.

03
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1850 Census
• First federal census that listed all members of a 

household

• The earliest census that recorded the 49ers

• Occupation was listed
• Look for miner, prospector
• Don’t discount other occupations – many profited 

from the miners and set up businesses such as 
shops and hotels. 

• Many women worked as schoolteachers
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1850 Census, Coloma, California 
(Ancestry.com)
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Non-Population Schedules
• Included as part of the 1850, 1860, 1870, and 1880 

federal census

• Include agriculture, industry/manufacturers, social 
statistics, and supplemental schedules.

• Separate from what the population schedule (what we 
call the census)

• Locations include Alabama, California, Connecticut, 
Georgia, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, Massachusetts, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, New York, North 
Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and Washington Territory
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Ancestry.com
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www.familysearch.org
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An Index of Pioneers from Massachusetts to the 
West (FamilySearch.org)
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www.familysearch.org
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Pioneer Index File Card, James Arthur Roach
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https://calisphere.org

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 14



Pioneers of the Prairie

Credit: FamilySearch.org
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California Gold Rush
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History
• On 24 Jan. 1848, James W. 

Marshall found gold at Sutter's 
Mill in Coloma, California.

• This news helped 
influence approximately 
300,000 people to come 
to California to find their 
fortune.

• Many people travelled in 1849 
and were referred to as 
"The Forty-Niners" or "The 
Argonauts"

Credit: Wikimedia Commons
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Credit: 
Wikimedia 
Commons
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Credit: Wikimedia Commons
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Foreign Miners Act
• Passed in 1850, this legislation taxed all foreign miners (non-U.S. 

citizens) that sought to mine in the state of California

• Miners were charged $20/month

• The act was repealed in 1851 and replaced by the Foreign Miners' 
License Act of 1852, which charged $4/month

• Records are kept at the California State Library
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Foreign Miner License Examples

Credit: 
California 
State 
Library

Foreign 
Miner's 
License 
(1851)

Foreign Miner's 
License (1867)
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https://oac.cdlib.org
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Top Mines during the Gold Rush
• Sutter’s Mill (Coloma) – January 24, 1848

• Mormon Island – February 1848

• Bidwell’s Bar – July 8, 1848

• Weber’s Creek – Summer 1848

• Murphy’s – 1848

• Mariposa – 1849

• Rich Bar – 1850

• Comstock Lode - 1859

Source: Major 
“Strikes” in the 
California Gold Rush 
(PBS Article)

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 23



www.archive.org
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Names of Pioneers, The Argonauts of 
California
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Mormon Pioneers
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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https://history.churchofjesuschrist.org/chd/landing
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https://history.churchofjesuschrist.org/chd/landing
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https://history.churchofjesuschrist.org/chd/landing
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https://history.churchofjesuschrist.org/chd/landing
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https://history.churchofjesuschrist.org/chd/landing
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Oregon Donation 
Land Claims
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https://www.oregonhistoryproject.org
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https://gfo.org
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Oregon Donation Land Claim Index
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www.familysearch.org
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Genealogical Material in Oregon Donation Land 
Claims, Vol. 2, FamilySearch
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Homesteading 
Ancestors
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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 land title if they lived on the land for 6 

months and paid the government $1.25 per acre.
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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-year term, 
applicant files for the patent 
(land title). Pay the last fee 
(about $8).

• If approved, patent was 
awarded to applicant.
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Homestead Certificate 1, Daniel Freeman
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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
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The Topeka Tribune – 5 July 1862 
(Newspapers.com)
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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)
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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
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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.

01
Check census records for 
the occupation of the 
head of household. Look 
for farmers that owned 
property.

02
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).

03
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1880 U.S. Census – Geneva, Fillmore County, 
Nebraska (Ancestry.com)
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1880 Agriculture Schedule – Geneva, Fillmore 
County, Nebraska (Ancestry.com)
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www.ancestry.com
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www.ancestry.com
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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.
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Certificate of Citizenship of Michael McConlin, 1890
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Affidavit of Martha Wallace (1889)
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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 
as 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)
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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
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https://www.nps.gov/home/black-homesteading-in-america.htm
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Railroad Workers
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Central Pacific Railroad
• Irish immigrants first started working for the 

Central Pacific railroad.

• The initial work was not inspirational to 
workers and wages were low. Many Irish 
immigrants walked off the job.

• Chinese immigrant labor was primarily used 
instead.
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https://oac.cdlib.org
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www.ancestry.com
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Pay Roll, Central Pacific Railroad Company, 
Feb. 1863 (Ancestry.com)
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Union Pacific Railroad
• Employees included

• Irish immigrants
• Former veteran soldiers (Confederate and Union)
• Convicts from eastern prisons
• Mormons living near the railroad route in Utah 

territory

• Work involved digging, grading, and laying track for 
long hours.

• Workers were paid three dollars a day. They were 
provided with food and lodging.
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www.ancestry.com

American Ancestors Comes to Calfiornia: Tracing Your Westward-Bound Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 72



Union Station Ledger, James Henry McBride (1888)
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Manuscript 
Collections at 

American Ancestors
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Charles Newton Kimball Papers 
(Mss 184)

• Researched the Lunney family from County 
Fermanagh that went to Leadville, Colorado
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Notes of Charles Newton Kimball about John J. 
Lunney, Mss 184

John J. Lunney married Mary 
Jane Sharkey in Charleston, 
Massachusetts on 1 Jan. 
1883. They moved to 
Leadville, Colorado in 1887. 
John was a partner in three 
mines. Two of the mines 
were named after counties in 
Ireland – Fermanagh (his 
birthplace) and Tyrone (his 
wife’s birthplace)
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Lake County, Colorado Land Deed of John 
Lunney (1889)
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Louise Redfern Pells Papers (Mss 436)

• Researched the death of Bernard McDonald and 
came across the coroner’s inquest file into his 
death. 

• Bernard was a miner in Butte, Montana who died 
on the job. 
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The Brockton Times, 10 Oct. 1900, Mss 436
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Coroner’s Verdict, Death of Bernard
McDonald,  Mss 436
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Other Online 
Resources
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https://www.loc.gov/collections/california-first-person-narratives/about-this-collection/
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Excerpt from A start in life; a journey across America; fruit 
farming in California, Library of Congress
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www.americanancestors.org
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www.americanancestors.org
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www.americanancestors.org
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www-am-explorer.com
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https://www.am-explorer.com/Collections
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https://www.am-explorer.com/Collections
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https://www.am-explorer.com
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Review
1. Research the locations where your 
ancestors lived as well as their 
occupations to understand what 
types of records survived.
2. There are multiple repositories 
and record sets that need to be 
consulted to research your pioneers. 
Not everything is online!
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QUESTIONS?
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org
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