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In 1894, eighteen-year-old Rachel Calof journeyed to north Dakota to homestead 
with her husband.  She wrote that her husband “was convinced that our best chance 
to make something of ourselves was to avail ourselves of the offer of free land” 
and that homesteading “seemed a godsend to penniless people who otherwise 
could not hope to buy land.”1  The Homestead Act of 1862 gave 160 acres of land 
to settlers who were willing to settle and cultivate the land for at least five years.2  
The passing of the Homestead Act settled over eighty years of debate regarding 
the disbursement of America’s public lands.  The intentions of the Act were high-
minded and it successfully transferred millions of acres into private ownership.  
However, in implementation the Act failed to live up to many of its designs.

From the establishment of the first settlements in the New World, people 
followed their desires to claim unsettled lands.  After the American Revolution, 
settlement west of the Appalachians intensified.3  The Articles of Confederation, 
and later the Constitution, stated that lands outside the thirteen colonies were 
public lands owned by the government.4  Debate over the allocation of these lands, 
combined with debate over settler’s farming boundaries, resulted in legislation.  
The Land Ordinance of 1785 created an orderly system in which people could 
buy public land and organized public domain into rectangular townships.  The 
northwest Ordinance of 1787 organized the governing of the territory.  Beginning 
in 1797, settlers began appealing to Congress to grant portions of public land for 
cultivation.5  The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 more than doubled the size of the 
U.S., creating abundant public land.  In 1806 the reports of the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition generated public excitement to move west.  Pioneers moved west for 
California gold and Oregon farmland.  Much of the territory between California 
and the Mississippi River, however, remained uncivilized.6  The question of the 
apportionment of the public lands remained.

As the debate rose in intensity, writer George Henry Evans publicized the slogan 
“Vote Yourself a Farm.”7  Evans believed improving the land qualified one for 
ownership.  Evans’ national Reform Association garnered support for a liberal 
The History Teacher     Volume 45   number 1     november 2011



118 Hannah L. Anderson

approach to landowning.8  By 1840, increasing support for free lands in the West 
became a weighty issue in the election between the Whig and Democratic parties.  
The Democrats proposed the Log Cabin Bill, which passed in the Senate in 1840, 
allowing settlers who had claimed land by living on it (known as squatters) to 
buy 160 acres of land at $1.25 an acre.  Though the Log Cabin Bill was not voted 
on in the House in 1840, a bill containing these provisions, the Preemption Act, 
passed Congress in 1841.9  next, between 1842 and 1850, a set of laws known as 
the “Donation Acts’’ gave deeds of land to settlers who were willing to live on the 
frontier in places such as Florida and Oregon Territories.  These laws encouraged 
pioneers to move to unpopulated parts of the country.10  The idea of free land swept 
across the nation, finding both supporters and opponents.  Settlers in the West were 
enthusiastic for pre-emption, but still wanted a liberalized land system.

This issue was initially opposed by some northerners, particularly industrialists 
afraid of losing cheap labor if workers moved west.  Southern states had originally 
supported pre-emption measures, but strongly opposed the idea of homestead 
bills.  Southern states feared that such legislation would jeopardize the plantation 
system and lead to more states that opposed slavery, weakening Southern political 
influence.11 Opponents argued it was unconstitutional, that it would reduce 
government revenue, decrease land prices for existing farms, and adversely affect 
emigration and immigration.12

The problems of low wages and terrible working conditions also began to 
receive attention in the 1840s.  Supporters argued that a homestead policy would 
alleviate the problems of unemployment and overpopulation in large cities.13  
In the north, homestead bills gained new support from factory owners, where 
large numbers of Irish immigrants proved a cheap labor source.  Factory owners 
then saw western settlements in need of their goods and realized the revenue 
potential.  “Workers, reformers, and industrialists agreed that the answer to the 
nation’s problems was a Homestead Law.”14  In 1848 the Free Soil Party was 
formed.15  The new party’s platform stated that “public lands ... should be granted 
in limited quantities, free of cost, to landless settlers.16  The U.S. continued to 
gain public lands from the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 and the Gadsten 
Purchase in 1853.17

In 1848, Horace Greely suggested a bill that gave “landless settlers to preempt 
160 acres and if he improved it he could have 40 acres without price.”  This idea 
was met with disdain in Congress.18  Several other similar ideas were presented 
and in 1849 Andrew Johnson introduced the homestead bill, to “make the ‘soil 
free’ or provide an inalienable home of 160 acres of the public domain” to every 
citizen head of household “without money and without price.”19 Throughout the 
1850s it was debated in Congress several times.  In 1852 Representative Riddle 
stated: “The sooner we dispose of the unsettled and uncultivated territory, the 
better it will be for the people of the US.”  When faced with arguments that 
Congress did not have constitutional power to grant the land, Mr. Johnson 
responded by arguing that Congress had already set a precedent of land granting.20  
“House Bill no. 7” was approved by the House of Representatives, but was never 
voted on by the Senate.  Southern legislators believed homesteading would be of 
little use in the plantation system that required hundreds of acres.
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After 1852, the Free Soil Party’s popularity declined, but from its free-soil, 
anti-slavery supporters the Republican Party was born in 1856.21  Tensions over 
slavery escalated.  In 1856, “Bleeding Kansas’’ gave thousands of supporters to 
the Republican party.22  Because of the role it played in the slavery debate, the 
issue of free land split the north and South further.

In 1852, 1854, and 1859 homestead bills were approved by the House but 
were vanquished by the Senate, where the South dominated.23  In 1858, new York 
Representative Kelly argued that the homestead bill would “expand the wings 
of commerce ... and elevate the true standard of American freemen, physically 
and morally.”24  Debates continued to rage.  The Republican Party championed 
the homesteading cause.  Their 1860 national Platform stated that land should 
be given freely and called for the passage of the Homestead Bill in the Senate.25  
On May 10,1860, a homestead bill was approved by Congress.26  President 
Buchanan vetoed the bill, stating it was unconstitutional, unfair to “old settlers” 
who had paid for the land, uneven to the soldiers who had received land for their 
service in the army, and unjust for artisans and laborers who receive nothing from 
the government.  Buchanan also believed it would promote speculation, lessen 
government revenue and “demoralize the people.”27

Homestead bills were reintroduced with vigor after the election of Abraham 
Lincoln.28  In Congress, politicians debated over details of the Act such as measures 
and amendments, who was entitled to file a claim, years of occupancy, and 
provisions for soldiers.  In 1862, during the second session of the Thirty-Seventh 
Congress, Mr. Grow argued passionately:

There has, perhaps, never been a measure before Congress so emphatically approved 
by a majority of the American people ... why should it not now pass? ... I submit, 
in behalf of the Treasury of the nation, in behalf of its credit, in behalf of its sons 
of toil, that the best disposition that can be made of the public domain is to set it 
apart and consecrate it forever in homes for freemen ... to develop the elements of 
a higher and better civilization.29 (Appendix III)

During the Civil War, the Southern states seceded in the years between 1860-
1861.  In 1862 the Homestead Act passed in the House by a vote of 107 to 16 and in 
the Senate 33 to 7.30  Secession had removed the main opposition.  The Homestead 
Act was voted into law.  On May 20, 1862, President Abraham Lincoln signed the 
Homestead Act,31 which became law on January 1, 1863.32  After almost eighty 
years of debate, the Homestead Act settled the question of the disbursement of 
the public domain.33 (Appendix I)

On May 29, 1862, Congressman Grow wrote, “no measure has passed 
Congress in ten, twenty years, that carries on its soldiers such sheaves of wealth 
as this does.”34  People were enthusiastic about the new opportunities.  Within 
the first of the nine months of the new law, over 1,450,000 acres had been filed 
as homestead claims.35  The Act’s appeal remained.  In 1866 the Secretary of 
Interior reported that the number of claims had increased by 60% over the 
previous year.36

The Homestead Act of 1862 gave 160 acres of free land to any settler who 
was twenty-one years of age or older, or the head of a family, and a citizen of the 
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US or had declared his or her intention to become one.37  The homesteader was 
required to pay a ten dollar filing fee and live on and cultivate the homestead for 
five years.  Another option was to pay $1.25 per acre and live on the homestead 
for six months.  Those who had fought against the U.S. government were restricted 
from filing a claim.38  Therefore, Confederate soldiers were excluded.39

Homesteading spanned a period of 123 years.  On January 1, 1863 the first 
homesteader, Daniel Freeman, filed his claim just after midnight.40  Freeman’s 
claim is now the Homestead national Monument. (Appendix IV)  In 1974, 
Kenneth Deardorff filed an 80-acre claim in southern Alaska.  In June 2001, he was 
recognized as the last homesteader under the Homestead Act.41 (Appendix V) 

Called “Land for the Landless,”42 the Homestead Act gave homesteaders 
opportunities as never before.  In no other nation could one get land without having 
a great fortune needed to purchase it.  The consequences of the Homestead Act 
were varied, affecting both individuals and the nation.  Two million claims were 
made under the Homestead Act.  Two hundred seventy million acres, 10% of 
the United States, were settled under the Homestead Act.  More than 93 million 
homesteader descendants are estimated to be alive today.  Thirty out of the fifty 
states were homesteaded. (Appendix II)  The Homestead Act spanned twenty-four 
presidential administrations.43

On an individual level, many found life on a homestead challenge-filled. 
“Pioneer families stood shoulder to shoulder to settle the harsh land, with women 
fighting fires, fear, and locusts right beside men.”44  Farming was difficult, but 
necessary to “prove up” a homestead. Well-watered parts of the country such as 
Iowa were easier to homestead than in drier regions like Montana.  In some regions 
settlers found that 160 acres was insufficient for their livelihood.45  The problems 
faced by homesteaders varied by region and included windstorms, free-range 
livestock grazing, extremes in cold and heat, hailstorms and pests.  Sometimes 
crops had to be replanted multiple times in a planting season.46  Overproduction, 
shipping and machinery costs created financial dilemmas.47  Despite hardships, 
however, some homesteads became successful.  Forty percent of all homesteaders 
were able to “prove up their homestead.”48  Land that is still farmed today on the 
Great Plains produces vast amounts of our nation’s food. The Homestead Act 
helped create multiple roads, railroads, and towns across the West.  The Homestead 
Act has also been credited with escalating immigration, as the news of free land 
reached foreign countries.49

The Act led to more laws and amendments.  In 1866, concern over the scarcity 
of forests prompted the commissioner of the general land office to suggest that the 
Homestead Act be amended to “oblige the planting of trees by the settlers.”50  In 
1873 the Timber Culture Act was passed.  In 1872, an amendment to the Homestead 
Act was added for sailors and soldiers who had served the U.S., which allowed 
them to gain land by living on it for one year and their term in the army passed as 
their title.  Other amendments extended claim time in areas that had experienced 
disasters and changed the provisions of the law.51

The Homestead Act affected U.S. culture.  Pioneers had be resourceful to 
produce their own necessities.  Small local governments encouraged democracy. 
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Expansion fostered nationalism because as people moved from place to place, 
they began to identify less with specific regions and more as a national identity.  
Art, entertainment and literature evolved with Western influence.52

Some consequences modified the land itself.  The Act gave free land, but often 
failed to preserve that land.  Cattle and sheep grazing in the northern plains harmed 
the natural vegetation.  Grazing and droughts declined gramma and buffalo grasses, 
which held valuable topsoil together.  Plowing the topsoil made it vulnerable to 
erosion and wind.53  Eventually these factors contributed to the creation of the 
Dust Bowl of the 1930s.54  Expansion diminished forests, exhausted mines, and 
spent the soil’s nutrients.  Many native animals including buffalo, antelope, and 
deer were killed. Buffalo that once roamed in the thousands were reduced to 
mere hundreds.55

The Homestead Act contributed to the dispossession of Indian lands.56  The 
Indian Removal Act of 1830 had ordered Indians to move off their lands onto 
reservations.  Indians were moved further west so homesteaders could claim the 
land.57

Much of the poor population in the East lacked the resources to move west. 
The Act provided no means to help them start a homestead.  Speculation and 
fraud were also a major failure of the Act.  For example, speculators could buy 
160 acres at $1.25 per acre, live on it for six months, and then sell the land at a 
higher price.  Speculation and fraud were prevalent:

... the act was framed so ambiguously that it seemed to invite fraud, and early 
modifications by Congress only compounded the problem.  Most of the land went 
to speculators, cattlemen, miners, lumbermen, and railroads.  Of some 500 million 
acres dispersed by the General Land Office between 1862 and 1904, only 80 million 
acres went to homesteaders.  Indeed, small farmers acquired more land under the 
Homestead Act in the 20th century than in the 19th.58

The product of long debate, the Homestead Act was idealistic.  Its purpose was 
to give opportunities to settlers who would accept the challenges of the terrain and 
cultivate the land.  The outcome was a mixture of successes and failures.  The Act 
succeeded in transferring land to private owners, but speculation decreased the 
amount of land for the people for which the Act was designed.  However, because 
of the way the Homestead Act affected the U.S., it remains consequential today. 



122 Hannah L. Anderson

Appendix I

Above is the original document for the Homestead Act which was signed by President Lincoln.59
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Appendix II

This is a map of how many states were homesteaded. Three-fifths of all the states in the U.S. have 
been homesteaded in the 123 years that it was a law.60
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Appendix III

Appendix IV

Above is a portrait of Congressman Galusha A. Grow, who was a main advocate for the 
Homestead Act. I quoted several of his quotes.61

Above is Daniel Freeman, the first man to ever claim land under the Homestead Act when 
it went into effect January 3, 1863.
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Above is a picture of Freeman’s homestead application.62
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