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The availability of land attracted many immigrants to America and encouraged westward expansion. Land 

ownership was generally recorded in an area as soon as settlers began to arrive.  

There is a high likelihood that your ancestor can be found in land records. “It is estimated that by the mid-

1800s, as many as ninety percent of all adult white males owned land in the United States.”[1] 

These important records sometimes exist when few other records are available. 

 

Land records are primarily used to learn where an individual lived and when he lived there. They often reveal 

other family information, such as the name of a spouse, heir, other relatives, or neighbors. You may learn where 

a person lived previously, his occupation, if he had served in the military, if he was a naturalized citizen, and 

other clues for further research 
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Getting Started:  

Determine the time and place your family might have owned property.  

Research should begin at the smallest jurisdictional level - usually the county (except in Connecticut, Rhode 

Island, and Vermont, where town clerks have kept the records). These records are found in the local town or 

county office, or many times on microfilm at state archives or the Family History Library.  

What’s the Next Step?  

1. Begin with indexes. Check both the grantor/direct (seller) and grantee/indirect (buyer) indexes for all 

possible entries for the ancestor of interest. Copy the references.  

2. Look up each land transaction reference in the appropriate books, or volumes, and page numbers.  

3. Notice the details of the transaction: dates, names, relationships, and property description.  

4. Make a reliable copy (handwritten, photocopy, or digital) of the full entry.  

5. Evaluate the results. 

Finding Your Ancestor in the Record:  

If your ancestor is male, follow the steps outlined in “What’s the Next Step?”  

Finding a female ancestor in land records can be more challenging because of property laws in earlier time 

periods. It is more likely to find your female ancestor in records of her husband’s property being sold. The wife 

often was examined separately because of laws pertaining to her “dower right.” (This term is NOT an indication 

that she brought land into the marriage, but rather it is related to her right to use of land following her husband’s 
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death.) Therefore, look for her husband’s name in the grantor/direct (seller) index, then search in the related 

entry.  

Land indexes only list the names of the grantor/direct (seller) and grantee/indirect (buyer). Therefore, search the 

indexes for names of other relatives and neighbors to assist you in finding a land record in which your ancestor 

might be named.  

There are instances when an ancestor bought land from the government such as: 

homestead grants, military bounty land warrants, lottery land, mining and timberland claims and more. If an 

ancestor received or bought land from the government, review the topics having to do with the "Government to 

Person" Land Acquisition Process as well as the topics named above to learn how to obtain these records. 

Return to the United States Land and Property   page (see link below) for information on these topics.  

The Land Acquisition Process:  

https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/United_States_Land_and_Property#The_Acquisition_Process 

In the United States, land is acquired in basically one of two ways; from the government or from an individual. 

The first sale of land from the government to a person is called a grant or a patent. Thereafter, the sale of that 

land from a person is called a deed.  

Government to Person  

 Government Land Grants  

 Colonial Land  

 Federal Land  

 State Land 

Person to Person  

 Deeds  

 County and Town Records  

 Inheriting Land  

 Land Companies/Railroads  
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Homestead Records: 

 https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Homestead_Records 

Homestead Requirements and Results: 

https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/United_States_Land_and_Property#The_Acquisition_Process
https://wiki.familysearch.org/en/United_States_Land_and_Property#The_Acquisition_Process
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/United_States_Land_and_Property#The_Acquisition_Process
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Government_Land_Grants
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Colonial_Land
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Grants_from_the_Federal_Government_(Public_Domain)
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/State_Land
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/United_States._United-States_-_Land_and_Property-_Deeds
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/County_and_Town_Records
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Inheriting_Land
https://www.familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Grants_to_Land_Companies_and_Railroads
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/File:Federal_vs._State_Land_States.png
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/Homestead_Records
https://familysearch.org/learn/wiki/en/File:Federal_vs._State_Land_States.png


In 1862 the United States enacted a homestead law to encourage development of mostly-empty western federal 

lands and promote the yeoman farmer ideal. The original homestead law gave an applicant up to 160 acres (1/4 

of a section) of undeveloped land in any federal-land state or territory. To obtain the land a settler had to:  

1. File application papers, and pay filing fees, eventually a total of $18  

2. Improve the land over the next five years (usually build a dwelling, and start a farm)  

3. File for a deed of title.  

Between 1862 and 1986 about 10 percent of all land in the United States, 270,000,000 acres (420,000 sq mi), 

were transferred from federal to private control through 1.6 million granted homesteads.  

Only about 40 percent of the applicants who started the process were able to complete it and obtain title to their 

homestead land.  

Homestead application papers are good sources of genealogical and family history information. Application 

papers often mention family members or neighbors, and previous residence as shown in dozens of papers which 

may include land application forms, citizenship applications, family Bible pages, marriage or death certificates, 

newspaper clippings, and affidavits. A researcher can obtain applications and related papers from the National 

Archives if he can provide a legal description of the land for which the homesteader applied (whether the 

homestead was eventually granted or not).  

Researching the Records: 

The first step to finding homestead applications and related papers is to obtain the legal description of the land 

for which the homesteader applied.  

 Obtaining the Legal Land Description of Completed Homesteads. The BLM-GLO Land Patent 

Search index only lists people who were actually granted a federal land patent (homestead or other 

government-to-individual land transfer). If you find an ancestor in this index, it will provide the legal 

description of his or her land. 

 Land patents show information about people who obtained the title to their land directly from the 

government (rather than from another individual). This includes land obtained through military bounty 

land warrants, land grants, cash entry sales, credit entries, homesteads, mineral or mining, and 

timberland claims. Several million federal land patent records from 1788 to the 1960s are available 

online at the Bureau of Land Management – General Land Office Records (BLM-GLO) site.  

 Obtaining the Legal Land Description of Incomplete Applications. The 60 percent of homesteaders 

who never obtained a patent because they did not finish are not in the Land Patent Search, but they are 

in the application papers. It is possible to get copies of unfinished applications from the National 

Archives. However, to see such application papers you must figure out another way to obtain the legal 

description of the land they started to homestead.  

If you know the approximate location (at least the county), the legal land description of a homestead 

may be found in the General Land Office tract books available at the National Archives in Washington, 

DC, or from Family History Library in Salt Lake City (on 1,265 microfilms starting with FHL Film 

1445277 (Alaska and Missouri are missing)). These federal tract books are arranged by state, land 

office, and legal land description. States often have their own version of these tract books. For 

instructions see E. Wade Hone, Land & Property Research in the United States (Salt Lake City: 

Ancestry, 1997), appendices "Tract Book and Township Plat Map Guide to Federal Land States" and 

"Land Office Boundary Maps for All Federal Land States." Also, you may be able to obtain a legal 

description of the land from the county recorder of deeds in the county where the land was located.  

 Obtaining Homestead Papers from the National Archives. For detailed instructions online explaining 

how to obtain homestead papers for (a) homesteads granted, and (b) unfinished homestead applications 
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see “Ordering a Land-Entry Case File from the National Archives” at the end of "Homestead National 

Monument of America – Genealogy."  

 Texas Homesteads. The state of Texas has an online Land Grant Index similar to a homestead index. 

 State and Local County Court House  

 Historical Societies, Libraries and Family History/FamilySearch Centers 

Tips:  

 Recognize that it may take time to navigate the complexities.  

 Land records exist in cases in which other record types didn’t. This is because the line of ownership has 

to be proven.  

 Names of neighboring property owners and witnesses might provide clues to other relatives.  

 The transaction might have been recorded at a much later date. This is especially true if the land 

remained in the family. Selling to a non-family member may have prompted the recording of the title 

decades after the initial owner died.  

 Remember that land may be in a different jurisdictions (aka counties) in different years as county 

boundaries changed and new counties were formed.  

 Notice if there is a record of the person selling land but no record of the purchase. This can be a clue that 

1) the land was acquired by inheritance, or 2) the land was acquired from the state or federal government 

(which means that a higher jurisdiction needs to be considered.)  

 Plat each transaction. This may reveal additional acquisitions or divisions between transactions and 

identify mixed jurisdictions. It may also allow you to analyze what is happening to neighboring 

properties. 

 Maps can prove very helpful in genealogy research. When you are conducting research in an area, it is 

important to locate surrounding counties to check for records. Our ancestors often left a paper trail in 

adjacent counties. Don't overlook this valuable tool: US County Maps:  

http://www.censusfinder.com/county-maps.htm .  The United States county maps found on this site will 

show current boundaries of counties within each state of the United States. Listed below each state map, 

you will find a complete list of counties in that state along with links to historical maps and plat maps of 

counties and townships. If you know of links to historical maps which they don't have listed, please take 

a moment to let them know. This resource will continue to grow.  

Also use Google Maps!  http://www.maps.google.com 

 Google Earth…if you have never used this to actually see the places your ancestors lived, you should try 

this! It’s a free download!   http://www.earth.google.com 

Web Sites  

 FamilySearch:  http://wwwfamilysearch.org 

 Cyndis List:  http://www.cyndislist.com/land 

 Land Records Search has many county and some state indexes to land records online:  

http://www.ancestorhunt.com/land-records-search.htm 

Search for land records free with this directory. Categorized by state and county, these land record 

search engines will help you find the records you are looking for. Most searches are free but some 

counties do charge a fee to search and of course they will charge for copies of property records. You will 

find resources for both present day property records and historical land records. 
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General Land Office Records are searchable online and most have free images of patents to download. 

The minimum information needed for a search is the state where the land is located and the name of the 

person receiving the patent. Surveys and Land Status Records can also be searched here. 

Department of the Interior-Bureau of Land Management: 

Search:  http://www.glorecords.blm.gov/search/default.aspx 

Links to States: http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/info/About_BLM.html 

National Archives: http://www.archives.gov/research/ 

 

Sources: those listed above as well as:  

1.↑ William Dollarhide, forward to E. Wade Hone, Land and Property Research in the United States, 

(Salt Lake City, Utah: Ancestry Inc., 1997), xi. 

 The BLM Eastern States Office has an index to all patents issued after 30 June 1908.  

Eastern States Office  

7450 Boston Boulevard  

Springfield, VA 22153  

Telephone: 703-440-1600  

Fax: 703-440-1609  

 The Family History Library and the Eastern States Office have an incomplete card file that indexes pre-

1908 patents issued in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Louisiana, Michigan, 

Minnesota, Missouri, Mississippi, Ohio, and Wisconsin. These are on 160 microfilms.  

 United States. Bureau of Land Management. Card Files. Washington, D.C.: Bureau of Land 

Management, [19--]. (FHL films 1501522-681.)  

 The pre-1908 land patents are also being indexed and placed on compact discs for computers. The 

Family History Library and other repositories have copies for Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana, 

Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, and Wisconsin. They are found in the Place Search of the Family History 

Library Catalog under [STATE] - LAND AND PROPERTY.  

 Indexes for the same states along with Missouri are available on the Internet. For an information packet, 

telephone the Bureau of Land Management at 703-440-1564.  

Contact me for further information or to email my presentation: 

Alexa Merrill:  alexamerrill@gmail.com 
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