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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• History
• Using the Bureau of Land Management Website
• Locating Records
• Strategies for Using Federal Land Files
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Overview
• History

• Did Your Ancestor Have a Homestead?

• Using the Bureau of Land Management GLO Website

• Locating Homestead Records on Ancestry

• Requesting Land Entry Case Files from the National Archives

• Locating Tract Books on FamilySearch

• Locating Other Homestead Records on FamilySearch

• Strategies for Using Land Entry Case Files

• Case Study
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History
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Manifest Destiny
• A widely held cultural 

belief in the 19th 
century United States 
that American settlers 
were "destined" to 
expand across North 
America

American Progress (1872) 
by John Gast (Library of Congress)
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The Removal Act of 1830
• President Andrew Jackson granted land west of 

the Mississippi River to Native American tribes 
that would give up their homelands.

• By the end of his presidency, almost 50,000 Native 
Americans were removed to Indian Territory
West of the Mississippi River
Excluded the states of Missouri, Iowa, and the 

Territory of Arkansas
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The Trail of Tears
• The Cherokee Nation challenged the rulings on their tribal 

lands in court. A Supreme Court ruling said that the Indian 
tribes were sovereign nations and immune to Georgia's laws.

• President Jackson obtained a signature from a Cherokee chief 
agreeing to relocation.

• In 1838 the Cherokee tribe was forced by the federal troops and 
Georgia militia to relocate from Georgia to the dry plains across 
the Mississippi. 

• The trail ended in modern day Oklahoma (then Indian 
Territory) with the last detachment arriving on March 24, 1839.

• Between 3,000 and 4,000 out of the 15,000-16,000 Cherokee 
died enroute.
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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• The law was not fully repealed until 1986, when it expired in Alaska.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previous states had repealed the law by 1976.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 title of land 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 years, file 
for the patent (land title); 
Pay the last fee (about $8)

• If approved, patent was 
awarded
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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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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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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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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?
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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.

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
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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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Using the Bureau of 
Land Management 

GLO Website
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glorecords.blm.gov
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glorecords.blm.gov

Click Accession link to 
learn about the land patent
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glorecords.blm.gov
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glorecords.blm.gov
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Land Patent of John N. Vodra
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glorecords.blm.gov
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QUESTIONS?
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Locating Homestead 
Records on Ancestry
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ancestry.com
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ancestry.com
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ancestry.com
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Requesting Land 
Entry Case Files from 
the National Archives
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archives.gov
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archives.gov
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archives.gov
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Pre-1908 Land Entry Files
• National Archives has a name index on file cards 

for the following states:
Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Florida
Louisiana
Nevada
Utah
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archives.gov
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NATF Form 84 – Land Entry Files
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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.
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familysearch.org/wiki
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familysearch.org
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glorecords.blm.gov
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familysearch.org/wiki
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familysearch.org
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familysearch.org
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Tract Book, Nebraska, Vol. 97 
(FamilySearch)
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Locating Other 
Homestead Records 

on FamilySearch
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familysearch.org
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familysearch.org
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familysearch.org
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Report of Fraudulent Claim or Entry (1903)
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Affidavit alleging fraud (1909)
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Report of Fraudulent Claim or 
Entry Cont'd (1903)
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Cancelled Homstead Case (1913)
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familysearch.org
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familysearch.org
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Timber Culture Register of Entries, Central City, 
Colorado (1887)
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QUESTIONS?
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Strategies for Using 
Land Entry Case Files
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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 Naturalization of Mrs. Mary Crain 
(Ancestry.com)
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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 
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)
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Letter accompanying discharge certificate, Land 
entry case file of John Vodra (Ancestry.com)
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Statement of Service, Adjutant General's Office, 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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www.nps.gov
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www.nps.gov
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Case Study:
Peter Dougherty
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Peter Dougherty
• Born 1832 County Monaghan, Ireland. He was son of 

Francis Dougherty and Catharina Clarkin

• Moved with family to Prince Edward Island (PEI), 
Canada between 1836 and 1841

• Married Margaret Cairns in 1858 in PEI

• 1861 Census – Living on Lot 58 in PEI as head of 
household

• Four children born on PEI between 1861 and 1872 
(John, Susan, Mary Ellen, and Margaret)

• No trace of him in PEI after 1861
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findagrave.com
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findagrave.com
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ancestry.com
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Dougherty Family - 1875 
Dickinson County, Kansas Census
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ancestry.com
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1880 Agriculture Schedule – Dickinson 
County, Kansas (Ancestry.com)
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glorecords.blm.gov
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Peter Dougherty Land Patent
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Time to Request the File!
• The land entry file was requested from the 

National Archives and photographed.

• Peter Dougherty's file was 54 pages long!

• The following is a sampling of what was included.
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Notice of Intention to Make Final Proof for Claim 
to Land, Peter Dougherty
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Testimony of Claimant, Peter Dougherty
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Naturalization Petition, Peter Dougherty
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Testimony of Claimant Cont’d, Peter Dougherty
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Testimony of Claimant Cont'd, Peter Dougherty
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Final Certificate, Peter Dougherty
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QUESTIONS?
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Consultations
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https://www.americanancestors.org/land-records-unlocked-genealogists-guide-deeds-
and-other-records 
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/education
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