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Summary of Important Land Disposition Laws 

The United States has 1905 million acres within its borders. Thus the 14.h2 
million acres which at one time was owned by the federal government re
pr~•ents 76% of the United States. The remaining 463 million acres (1905-1442) 
was either retained br the states or was in hands of privdte individuals when 
lanqa were ceded by the states. Disposition proceeded along with acquisi
tion. Thus as large areas were obtaine.d, other older areas were being dist
ributed to private individuals. Through this transition the government ovmed 
at one time or the other some 1442 million acres. However, the most it ever 
owned at one time was around 1200 million acres. Today it still owns 412 
million acres or 29% of what it once owned and this reppesents 21% of t he 
present are~ of the United States. In addition, it owns 50 million acres 
which it has bought, or acquired, from private individuals. It is .1lso t rEst ee 
for about 56 million acres of Indian l d.nds. About 1030 miL.ion acre s or 541; 
of the U. S. has been disposed of. ~'·Jho got them and how is a garge ! ·a..L·t of 
our land history, and one of the ma,jor elements in our conservation history o 

In spite of the fact that land disposition proceeded along with acquis i tion 
from 1781 to 1850 acquisitio:r dominated. In 1781 the federal government owned 
no land; by 1802 cessions from the st ates brought ownership up to 226 million 
acres. The Louisana purch-'lse i.ncreased this so that the total was , ... bout 775 
million acres by 1803. By 1850 other acquisitions increc:J.sed federal owner-
ship to 1200 million acre A. Durbg the same time about 242 million acres was 
disposed of. From 1850 to 1930 federal ownership declined to 412 million deres 
and since has increased to 2~58 millions through purchases. 

Disposition started in 17:5 and ha s continued up to the present time. However, 
it is now a.pparant that the f ederal government will continue, unless we have 
a radical change in policy, to be a large land holder. Some authorities 
feel thut this ownership will otablize at around 500 million acres. This, 
however, is not necessarily cer t ain, because much depends upon future develop
ments in our politicall: history n Dnring the disposition period little t hougllt 
w,~ ~i ven to conservation,. Generally it was felt that the resources were in
exhaustible, and that all l ands should be in the hd.l'lds of private individu~ls, 
'I'his attitude prevailed until l f'B0 at which time conservation minded in-· 
di victuals begun to make some ~ i 11p::-essions. This culminated in the a.ct of 
1891 which started the reservation system as a national policy. Since 1891 
conservat i on practice have gained momentum. Motiv J.ted either by necessity 
or economic forces conservation is noi/ a national policy, aJ.though we are sti:i. 
a long way from the final so:,,.1_i.:, :i.0n . 

Beginning .s.t an early c~2.t .~ t~.c granting of land free or at nominal cost tC' 
:1.ctua l sett.l9~•s bec ame crnrimon, This wa.s done for several reasons, the mos:., 
importar..t c,1 i,.~:1lch V-:'3:":'P. ., to obta in revenue, to protect the frontier, to upcm 
up the west, 2.nd to c arry- ou-t the principles of free enterprise and :;;rbrate 
proper;~y, :Lands were gr·an.t e1 or sold to pri,vate individuals.; to st ates , -21d 

to corpe!'ations ~ Following the setting up of the survey system s :.ile for 
revenue and counties for military service were the first methods used. hu~h 
of the land east of the Mississippi was t a,ken up in this manner. The idea of 
preemption came in early also, but was officially started after 1830. Free 
Land concepts culminated in the Homestead act of 1862 d.Ud has prevdiled un-~il 

the present. Since the orgininal Homstead act did not meet the needs of the 
Western arid r~gion other homestead acts were passed. The Timber and Stome r ~~ 
met. the ·need$ of timber lands. 
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Grants to the states consisted of those for reclamatio~, educJ.tion and in
ternal improvements. Other J arge grants wer e given to cor~erations, part
icularly railroads. Det~ils of dispositi on ~re given l ~ter, 

In general it may be said that most of the l and laws did not meet the needs 
of the country. The? lead to much fraud, trespass, and ma.ladjvstments in 
lcJtld use. Some were ill 'advised and could not be complied with becasue the 
physical conditions of the enviornment were not considered in devising the 
laws. On the other hand it is easy to look back J.nd eritize ~ Co.t"tainly the 
na.ti.on has been built up and supports a society which has the highest 
standard of living of any place in the world -:md one which is vigorous and 
~daptable. Land and resources in the hands of priv~te individu1ls ~as one of 
the important fo.ctors contributing to this situation. The land acts have set 
the stage, but much of the future conservation policy must be written and 
acted upon. How this is to be accomplished is open to debate, yet it is 
certain federal ownership and influences cannot be ignored. 

Approximate 
Dates 

1775-1907 

1785-1891 
1780 
1785 

1796 

1780 

1804 
1820 
1832 
1854-1862 
1891 

1834 

1807-1891 
1807 
1830-1838 
1841 

1891 

Tabular Summary of L~ws 

Law or 1-lethod 

Grants to individual, not speci fically forestry 

Ivjilita.ry boundries 
Private land claims 

Total 

Sales 
1. Disposition st ate formed 
2. Ordin :-1.nce 1785. iiln. Land 

System; 640 acres $1 per 
acre; C·1sh. Large companies 

3. Credit; 640 acres ; $2.00 per acre 
½ JO day;½ 1 year. 

4. Credit; 320 acres; up to 4 
years to pay 

5. 160 acres; $1.64 
6. C~sh. 80 acres $1.25 
7. Cash, 40 ~cres $1.25 
8. Graduation Acts 
9~ Sal es repeal ed - Sold 

i solat ed tracts 
10. Taylor gruzing - Sold nppraised 

value; cl :1ssification No. 
1-25 minimum 

Total .Sal es 

Preemption Act 
Prevented settlement ~efore sales 
One year preemption 
General preemption 169 acres, First 

i .. i ght J.t minimt1m price. 
Preemption repealed 

ApprOXa acre 
11.iillions d.Cres. 

68 
..1J_ 

95 



1862 - present 
1862 

1904 

1906 

1909 

1912 
Present 

1916-1934 

1877 - 1934 

1873-1891 

1878 

1878 
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3. 

Hornstead Acts 
Regular Homs~~d Free Land; 
5 yr. homstead commutation clause 

Kinkaid Act - Englarged Homstead 
640 acres, Nebraska only 

Forest Homstead; Ag. land in Nat'l 
Forests opened. 

Snl~~rged Homestead; 320 acres; 
9 Western states; dry acres 

Three year homestead 
Special privileges to Veterans 
Stock Raising Homestead 

640 acres - aird range lands 
no cultivation. 

Total Homestead & Preemption 285 

Desert Land Laws. 640 acres; 
$1.25 /acre. lv~ust be irrigated -
1890 reduced 320 acres - 1891 
revisions 

Taylor GraSing 
Total 

Luws applying specificially to forestry 

Timber culture 
160 acres ; 40 acres trees plJ.nted 
18,4-qualify, same as homestead 
1876-ammended, grasshoppers 
1878-reduced pl:mted acres to 10 
1891-repealed 

Total 

Free timber act on mineral lmids; 
10 Western states (not coast) free 
timber for domestic, Ag. & minning 
purposes. 

1891 - Free timber on n.ny land & for 
and purpose 

1898 - Re stricted to $100 worth 
· Total (timber only) 

Timber & Stone Ace; 4 States 
160 acres $2.50 -/acres 

1892 - Ext.ended to all public land 
states 

1908 - Sold as appraised value. 
(av. $3.68) 

Total 

~ 

0 

ll 



1802-1869 

1618 - 1875 
1787 - 1912 

1862 - 1912 
1850 - 1902 

1894 - 1902 

1902 

1830 - 1871 
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Grants to States 

1. · Internal improvemant 
a. Ohio 5% ·of publi~ . i!a.les · 
b. 1823 , Otio..;first d'\iti'ig11t road 

grant of land • . \ .;. 
c. C~:1ls. 1824-186'8 , . . · . , 
d~ Grants fot imptQ~~ment~ .la~S 
e. 1841 ,Oertefal p~tpd~e gr ?t1,1l~ 

500j000 acres ' tb e&bh .atate 
for internJl :Un~~bVements 

Total 

Grants for Education 

Colonial - Harvard, Yale, etc, 
Provided in Ordinance 1787 

1803 Ohio - Sec\' 16; all states 
received grants . 

1848 - Sec. 16 & 36 
1850 ~ 4 Sec. 2, 16, 32, 36 

New Mexico and Utah 
- 1864 - 4 Sec. J-~rizona. 

22 

Total for public ed. 100 

Agricultural colleges 
Swamp land grants 
15 Swamp states ·- for reclJmation 

(186(} Minn. & Oregon included) 
Total 

Desert irrigation by States and 
Saline canals (1803) ; Carey Act 
10 States to have 1 million acres 

Homesteading 160 acre~ under Federal 
reclamation. Reclamation Service and 
Bureau of Reclamation. 

Total Irrigation 

Grants to Rail~oads and Corporations 

Ohio Canal Grant 1830; others of like 
ri ature to 1852 

j 

1852 - General ,-ict - Rightway 100 foot right 
way for 10 year. 

1862 - Extended 5 years 
1875 - 200 foot & 20 acres wat -;;; r sites, etc. 

Grants in addition to Right of Way 
1850 - Illinois G-rant - altimate Sec. each 

side of ro~d for 6 miles 
1862 - Alternate Sec. 20 miles on ea.ch side 

of road Union Pacific~ other l ater were 
similiar. 

20 

64 

18 
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1871 - Last grant to Texas i.ll1d Pacific 

Grant varied from 39 million for Northern 
Pacific~ 12 Union Pacific down to 42 
thousand acres. 

Total Grmits to R;R. 

Grand Total 

91 

1030 
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