THE HOMESTEAD ACT
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Exploring Historical Documents

Grades: 7-8

Objectives: Students will analyze historical documents that reflect one
family's experience securing their farm through the Homestead Act of
1862.

What's Inside?
e Teaching instructions
e Background for teachers
e Historical Documents
¢ National Archives Written Document Analysis Worksheet

Sources: The National Archives & The National Park Service
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Teaching Instructions

Learning Objectives
¢ Students will be able to answer both guiding questions.
e Students will examine documents and be able to place them in the correct
chronological order of how they would have been done under the provisions of the
Homestead Act of 1862 regardless of date and name on the documents.

Procedure

e Ask students if they have ever had to produce documentation of who they are or
when they were born? Why did they have to do this? Why is it important to have
documentation?

e Explain that students will learn what type of documents had to be completed in
order to earn a Homestead Patent.

o Distribute the National Archives Written Document Analysis Worksheet and the
Neve Land Records to each student. Students will need to complete a worksheet
for each of the records.

e Students may be placed into groups to reduce the time needed to complete the
analysis.

Assessment Materials

Once students have completed their analysis, have them describe some of the
information that they found to be interesting as well as discussing any questions that
they might have. Discuss with students whether they feel the paperwork was too much,
not enough, or just right. Discuss why.

Source: https://www.nps.gov/teachers/classrooms/homestead-act-paperwork.htm
Retrieved 06.07.22

Background

President Abraham Lincoln made the Homestead Act a law by signing it on May 20,
1862. This law gave 160 acres of land away to individuals who met certain
requirements. In order to file a claim, an individual had to be at least 21 years of age or
be the head of household. This law allowed women to file claims and own land. The act
also required a person to be a citizen of the United States or declare intention to gain
citizenship. This allowed many European immigrants, African-Americans and others to
stake claims as well. Many railroads and western towns sent representatives to
European countries to entice people to move to the United States. These
representatives showed pictures of beautiful towns with tree-lined streets and rich soil
for farming.



The applicant of a claim had to file an affidavit with the local land office stating they met
the conditions required by the law. At this time, the claimant would pay a fee of $12 for
filing the paperwork.

Once the filing was complete, there were additional requirements to meet in order to
receive the patent and title to the land. A person had to build a home, live on the land,
make the land his/her permanent residence, and work the land for a period of 5 years.
Many people who came to claim land paid for the services of a locator. This person
would assist them in finding an unclaimed tract of land. Many locators showed
individuals land near their own claim in order to "settle" the country and have
neighbors nearby.

After living on the land, building a home, and farming the land for 5 years, it was time to
"prove up." This simply required the homesteader to find two individuals who would
serve as witnesses. These witnesses had to state they had known the homesteader for
5 years, knew the claimant had tilled the land and grown crops. With witnesses in tow,
a claimant would proceed to the land office to "prove up," paying another small filing
fee of $6 and having both witnesses sign the final documents. Afterwards, the claimant
would receive a final certificate or patent to the land, having met all the conditions.

Homesteading by the Numbers
e 10 Percent of U.S. land given away under the Homestead Act.
o 30 Number of states in which homestead lands were located.
e 40 Percent of homesteaders that "proved up" their claims earned a deed from the
federal government.
e 123 Years the Homestead Act was in effect.
e 160 Acres in a typical homestead claim.
e 4,000,000 Approximate number of claims made under the Homestead Act.
e 27,000,000 Total number of acres distributed by the Homestead Act.

Source: https://www.nps.gov/teachers/classrooms/homestead-act-paperwork.htm
Retrieved 06.07.22
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Document 2 — Final Affidavit
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Analyze a Written Document

Meet the document.
Type (check all that apply):

) Letter ) Speech I Patent ) Telegram ) Court document

- Chart ) Newspaper I Advertisement _l Press Release ! Memorandum

-1 Report I Email - ldentification document I Presidential document
I Congressional document I Other

Describe it as if you were explaining to someone who can’t see it.
Think about: Is it handwritten or typed? Is it all by the same person? Are there stamps or other marks? What else do you see on it?

Observe its parts.
Who wrote it?

Who read/received it!?
When is it from?

Where is it from?

Try to make sense of it.
What is it talking about?

Write one sentence summarizing this document.
Why did the author write it?
Quote evidence from the document that tells you this.

What was happening at the time in history this document was created?

Use it as historical evidence.

What did you find out from this document that you might not learn anywhere else?

What other documents or historical evidence are you going to use to help you understand this
event or topic?

p o)
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Materials created by the National Archives and Records Administration are in the public domain.
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