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Free Land!

The cry echoed through the halls of Con-
gress, and was either voiced or scorned by a
growing America. Hotly debated throughout
the first half of the 1800s, the issue could
not be ignored.

America—a new country, young and bold,
stretching ever westward. The People’'s
Land; the Public Domain; vast, wild, and
beckoning to men and women, firing their
dreams. They came eagerly to settle on land
of their own. Their lot was not an easy one.
Tiny, primitive homes at first; hard, ex-
hausting work; loneliness; disappointment;

drought; failure. And eventually, for some,
success.

Homestead National Monument, a T-shaped
quarter section of prairie and woodland near
Beatrice, Nebraska, is located on the claim
of Daniel Freeman, one of the first applicants
to file under the Homestead Act of 1862.
The monument, commemorating the influ-
ence of the homestead movement on Amer-
ican history, is a memorial to the pioneers
who braved the rigors of the prairie frontier
to build their homes and fortunes in a new
land.
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The Growing Agitation

Some settlers had acquired free land during
colonial times, but in the first decades of the
Republic, little land was given away out-
right. Western congressmen were early
advocates of a homestead act. In 1825 Sen-
ator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri asked
Congress to consider donating land to
settlers.

Between 1840 and 1860, the movement for
a homestead law intensified, but several
bills that came before Congress were killed
by Southern opposition. A bill that did pass
in 1860 was vetoed by President James
Buchanan.

The Homestead Act of 1862

Events after 1860 gave the homestead pro-
ponents a more favorable position, however.
The Republicans had won the election, and
the Southern States seceded from the Union.
On May 20, 1862, President Abraham Lin-
coln signed the Homestead Act into law,
making it possible for settlers to claim farms
of 64 hectares (160 acres) by paying a minor
filing fee. To become full owner, a home-
steader was required to build a house, live

The Woods (3)

on the land, and cultivate it for 5 years. Later
acts made homesteads easier to get. Legiti-
mate settlers, however, often found them-
selves competing with speculators, claim-
jumpers, and railroads for their land.

After the Civil War, thousands of veterans
took advantage of the Homestead Act, as did
numerous European immigrants who were
attracted by the availability of free land in a
democratic country. Black families, many of
them ex-slaves, also headed west to stake
their claims. Population soared in Kansas,
Nebraska, the Dakotas, and Montana, partic-
ularly, with the free distribution of pub-
lic lands.

By 1935, when the supply of suitable areas
was exhausted, remaining Federal lands
were withdrawn from homesteading. Occa-
sionally until the 1960s, certain areas in
Alaska were open for veterans’ claims. To-
day, many descendents of the original home-
steaders continue to farm the land, with a
degree of success unimagined by their
ancestors. And the remaining public domain
still serves the needs, both material and
spiritual, of an older America.
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The Rush for Free Land
When Daniel Freeman
filed the first claim at
the Brownville, Nebr
land office under the
Homestead Act. on
Jan. 1, 1863, he was
only one of many ea-
ger claimants of 160
acres of public domain.

“The jam was terrible.
...The applications
poured in as fast as
they could be taken
care of all day, the
crowd inside and out
never growing smaller,
for as fast as one ap-
plicant, with papers
properly fixed up,

would worm his way
through the crowd

to the door. and be
cast out, panting and
dripping with perspi-
ration. another would
squeeze in. and be-
come part of the solid,
surging mass within."
Beatrice Express. 1871.
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Prairie Life

Imagine the excitement of a family pulling up
roots in the familiar, settled East or the Ohio
country, packing their prized possessions into a
covered wagon and heading westward. Many
memoirs and diaries tell of dramatic treks to
the homestead country

The first task upon arrival was to locate an un-
claimed spot with arable land, a water supply,
and, for some, trees. After staking out a suitable
tract, the homesteader traveled to the nearest
land office. Speed was important; delay could
mean someone else might claim the same land.

in 1950. The tools and
furnishings in it are
typical of those used
by Nebraska pioneers.

Palmer-Epard Cabin,
above, was built on a
nearby homestead in
1867 and moved here

Some sort of shelter was needed right away
Often, in this area, a simple log cabin housed
the family at first. Further west, settlers some-
times lived in dugouts. But usually, the densely
matted prairie sod was cut into blocks and a
“soddy”’ constructed

Land had to be cleared, the sod broken, and
enough crops planted in the spring to see the
family through the first winter, if possible. Over
the next few years, as homesteaders gradually
improved their circumstances, brick or frame
houses replaced the first crude shelters of sod
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Homesick settlers val-
ued token reminders of
pre-prairie life, such
as this birdcage.

The “grasshopper”
plow was designed
specially for cutting
sod strips for ‘'soddies.

The photograph at left
was taken at the U.S.
Land Office in Garden
City, Kansas, in 1885.
Such a crowd, jam-
ming sidewalks and
windows, waiting for
the office to open, was
a common scene in
early prairie townships.

orlogs, and larg

e barns were constructed amid
the neat patterns of

cultivated fields

Many homesteading families did not cceed,
however. They were beaten by drought or in-
sects, loneliness or bad luck, and their
farms were sold or abandoned. But other home-
steaders stayed on and gradually succeeded in
their dreams. They built schools for their chil-
dren. Towns arose, transportation improved,
and soon the “Great American Desert” became
better known as the “Great Plains

just

Nebraska State Historical Society

a windmill, added out-
buildings, and in-
creased their live-
stock holdings.

By 1886, this indus-

trious pioneer family
in Custer County, Ne-
braska, had installed




People for the Prairie
A persistent myth ste-
reotypes the home-
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Education on the Frontier

Homesteaders in most cases assigned high
priority to the education of their children.
Parents in newly settled areas often hired a
teacher and built a one-room schoolhouse even
before their own homes were completed

A schoolhouse served far more than formal edu-
cational needs, however. It often became the
social and civic center for an isolated commu-
nity. Church services, township meetings, and
box socials took place in the building

Former students of the
Freeman School recall
a handbell like the one
shown here. The bell
is typical of those used
to summon pupils in
many early prairie
schools.
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o Shores family, shown
below in 1887, home-
steadedinCuster Coun-
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In 1868, School District No. 21 of Gage County,
Nebraska, was organized. Prior to this, Agnes
Freeman had taught local children on a sub-
scription basis. By spring of 1871, a log building
valued at $5.00 was in use by the district. An
eighteen-year-old teacher, Henry Wagoner,
was paid $75.00 for instructing seven students
for one term while he boarded with parents of
his pupils—a typical arrangement. The Free-
man School, below right, was built of brick and
opened to 14 students in the spring of 1872.
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A blackboard, usually ) :
made of wide boards
painted black, was
standard equipment in
most frontier schools.
At right, a schoolmarm
instructs her charges
at the board.
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Nor was it unusual for
women, like the four
Chrisman sisters, right,
to stake their own
claims, build sod
houses and begin the
cultivation of their
land. Most soon found
husbands with similar
interests and doubled
the size of their home-
stead holdings.
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Most frontier schools were not so large or well-
built as the Freeman School, however. Like the
first district school in Gage County, most early
schoolhouses were made of logs or sod. But
the little schoolhouses dotting the prairie, what-
ever their construction, symbolized both the
settlers’ cooperative determination to perpet-
uate their educational values and their equally
pervasive desire to help their children rise in a
highly competitive frontier society




