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FINAL

GENERAL MANAGEMENT PLAN

for
HOMESTEAD NATIONAL MONUMENT of AMERICA

Section I

Purpose and Need for the General Management Plan

The purpose of this Final General Management Plan for Homestead National Monument of America
(hereafter referred to as the “GMP”) is to provide the conceptual framework that will guide the
management and stewardship of Homestead National Monument (hereafter referred to as the
“Monument”) in meeting its legislative mandates for the next 10 to 20 years.

This GMP replaces the Monument’s existing outdated 1988 GMP. Since that GMP was developed,
Monument functions have outgrown the available infrastructure. The Monument’s staff had come to
experience significant limitations in the design of these facilities. For example, exhibits on the
Homestead Act and homesteading are outdated; storage space for museum and archival collections is
severely limited; and there is no facility solely dedicated for researchers to access the homestead
collections and archives. Because of this situation, the Monument’s ability to fully carry out its legislated
functions and mandates is significantly compromised. In addition, the present facilities lack adequate
flexibility to address unforeseen future needs relative to the commemoration and interpretation of the
Homestead Act and the mission of the Monument. As a result, most Monument facilities are inadequate
for visitors and employees (Figure 1).

Moreover, the Monument’s existing visitor center complex is situated within the 100-year floodplain of
nearby Cub Creek. The hydrologic characteristics of the creek’s watershed have been and probably will
continue to change over time as the surrounding area undergoes greater human development. This could
result in an increasing potential for possible flood damage to the Monument’s facilities. This represents a
significant threat to the Monument’s primary visitor and employee facilities and to the artifacts and
supporting materials contained within.

The Nebraska Department of Roads has informed the NPS that State Highway 4, which runs through the
Monument, is scheduled for redesign and improvements by 2001 to bring it into compliance with current
highway safety and design standards. Once completed, the volume and mix of traffic on State Highway
4 is likely to steadily increase over time. This development could affect the qualities of visitor safety and
experience, and would also result in a greater physical intrusion into the Monument’s boundary.
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The scope and direction provided by the 1988 GMP is being overwhelmed by these developments. By
virtue of this inadequacy, further implementation of the existing GMP may restrict the Monument’s
ability to convey the stories of the Homestead Act, and its consequences for the “Great West”, the nation,
and the international community. Because of this situation, continued implementation of the 1988 GMP
could also inadvertently result in adverse impacts to cultural and natural features within the Monument.
Overall, this situation would jeopardize the National Park Service’s (NPS) ability to fully carry out its
mission at the Monument, as directed by the Monument’s enabling legislation (see Appendix A).

This GMP addresses the Monument’s problematic, planning-related issues. In particular, they address
such problems as the location of resource, exhibit, and operational facilities within a 100-year floodplain
and safety and resource concerns associated with the state highway crossing the Monument. Moreover,
present interpretation and exhibits on the Homestead story are outdated and suffer from a basic
disconnection between the telling of the national homestead story and the management of the principle
cultural resources of the Monument: the original 160-acre homestead tract, the Freeman School, and the
museum collections.

Public Law 95-625 requires every unit of the national park system to have an up-to-date GMP. In light of
the inadequacy of the Monument’s existing GMP, Congress in 1996 specifically directed the NPS to
prepare a new GMP to resolve these shortcomings and address related issues.

General Description of Homestead National Monument of America

In March 1936, Congress established the Homestead National Monument of America under the
stewardship of the NPS to “retain for posterity a proper memorial emblematical of the hardships and the
pioneer life through which the early settlers passed in the settlement, cultivation and civilization of the
Great West.” On September 25, 1970, Congress added the Freeman School parcel to “further the
interpretation and commemoration of the pioneer life of early settlers of the West.”

The Monument is located in Gage County, Nebraska, approximately 50 miles south of Lincoln, Nebraska.
The Monument is situated 3.5 miles west of Beatrice, Nebraska with primary road access via State
Highway 4. The Monument covers 194.57 acres.

The United States owns in fee the original 162.73-acre Freeman Homestead, which is the basis for the
Monument, along with the adjacent 1.2-acre Freeman School parcel. The quitclaim deed, which
conveyed the Freeman School to the United States, stipulates that if the school were to be removed from
its original setting, land ownership would revert to Nebraska School District #21. The NPS visitor center
and administrative complex occupy the northwestern corner of the Monument. The Freeman School
occupies an area % mile west along State Highway 4.

The Nebraska Department of Roads operates and maintains the right-of-way for State Highway 4, which
passes along and through a portion of the Monument. Privately owned land currently used for row crop
farming comprises the remaining 12.46 acres within the authorized boundary. The original homestead
now consists of approximately 100 acres of reconstructed native tallgrass prairie; 60 acres of hardwood
forest; this includes nearly 3 acres of buildings, roads, and trails.
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The entire Monument is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. Management emphasis in the
Historic Zone preserves, protects, and interprets cultural resources and their settings. Developments at the
Monument occur in a sub-zone of the historic zone. Non-zoned parklands fall in a special use sub-zone.

Approximately 60% of the Monument is situated within the 100-year floodplain of Cub Creek, which
flows through the Monument, and of the nearby Big Blue River. In 1998, the NPS requested an updated
100-year floodplain identification study from the Big Blue Natural Resources District and the Nebraska
Natural Resources Commission. The results of this study confirmed the extent of the 100-year floodplain
in this area (Figure 2).

The Monument has averaged about 35,000-40,000 visitors per year over the last ten years. Visitation has
declined over the years as the Monument's visibility as a center for homesteading culture and history has
eroded due to the development of commercial historical ventures. Due to budget constraints, the
Monument has found it difficult to upgrade facilities or keep pace with education and exhibit trends,
resulting in an outdated appearance and static educational experience. Visitation is primarily during the
summer months with dramatic increases during special programs.

The Homestead Story

The Homestead Act of 1862 accelerated the settlement of the American West beyond the Mississippi
River. In the decades that followed, farmers and prospective farmers, United States citizens and foreign
immigrants, by the tens of thousands, hurried westward to claim and develop farmsteads. Others, such as
ranchers and miners, used the homestead laws to their benefit. For most Americans, homesteading
quickly became a symbol of the growth and progress of the United States. Yet the consequences of the
public land policies evolving from the Homestead Act resulted in failures as well as successes. Federal
offerings of land in the more arid parts of the West led to economic bankruptcy for many families and
widespread harm to the environment. Moreover, dividing and transferring the land into private property
undermined the foundation of American Indian subsistence in the West. Plowshares proved more
effective than guns in defeating American Indians, many of whom remained unvanquished in battle.

Passage of the Homestead Act of 1862 reflected the goals of land reformers who, for decades, supported
the transfer of the public domain into small private farmsteads of independent farmers. Before the 1850s,
_ the terms of purchasing land from the federal government were too expensive for most settlers. Farmers
frequently squatted on unsurveyed land or bought land from private realtors, who often purchased large
areas at a discount price or through trade in military scripts. The Graduation Act of 1854 offered reduced
prices for public land on the market for ten years or more. The lower prices benefited farmers but also
generated rabid speculation. The Homestead Law replaced the Graduation Act and offered citizens and
non-citizens a land grant of 160 acres for the price of a filing fee and on condition that they develop a
farm within five years (Robbins 1976; White 1991).

The Homestead Act did not replace all previous land laws. It became one of many methods the federal
government enacted for transforming public land into private property. As provided in the original
federal land legislation, buyers could still acquire newly offered land through public auction. The
Preemption Act of 1841 remained in force and favored squatters who farmed land ahead of the public
survey. It allowed squatters/farmers to purchase 160 acres, at the minimum $1.25 per acre price, prior to
public auction (White 1991; Opie 1987). The federal government also granted millions of acres to states,
for public education and various internal improvements, and to railroads. The state and railroads, in turn,
sold much of this land.
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In 1862, President Abraham Lincoln and the Republicans in Congress sponsored the Homestead Act as
the foundation of their land program for developing and integrating the West into the nation. That same
year they passed the Pacific Railroad Act and the Morrill Act. The railroad legislation chartered private
corporations and gave them land grants to build the first transcontinental railroad. The Republicans
wanted the rails to link the Pacific Coast to the Union and to provide homesteaders access to markets. The
Morrill Act authorized land grants to states of 30,000 acres for each senator and representative for the
development of public universities. The states could sell the land to build land grant colleges. These
institutions were to insure the rise of an educated citizenry and the application of knowledge to inspire
agricultural and economic growth. As historian Richard White wrote, “A common vision of a prosperous,
progressive, economically expansive, and harmonious West inspired all three acts” (White 1991).

Homesteading proved most successful in establishing viable 160-acre farms between 1863 and 1880
when settlement concentrated around the Great Lakes and west of the Mississippi River to the eastern
Great Plains. Average rainfall was sufficient to nourish farming in these areas. During these years
homesteaders entered 469,000 claims and, by 1885, 55 percent of the claims either had or were in the
process of gaining their titles (Gates 1979). The railroad grants, in some cases, however, conflicted with
the intent of homesteading. In total, Congress gave more than 131 million acres of land to the railroads.
The politicians expected the companies to quickly sell their land to settlers as a means of creating
business and in many places this happened. Yet some railroads were slow to identify their routes and
slow to build. This delayed settlement at different times across about 30 percent of the public domain
(Opie 1987; White 1991).

After 1880 and into the next century, the limitations of the act became more apparent as settlers failed in
increasing numbers to replicate the homestead model in the more arid High Plains and the desert West
(Gates 1979). The federal government responded with the Timber Culture Act of 1873 and the Desert
Land Act of 1877. The timber law offered 160 acres to the head of a family with the stipulation that they
plant and sustain 40 acres of trees for ten years. Congress based the law on the misguided popular
scientific theory that trees stimulated rain. The law primarily benefited ranchers, who used their cowboys
to file multiple claims along watercourses to block the immigration of settlers. Congress quickly saw the
error of their reasoning and passed the Desert Land Act to adapt farming to the land. This allowed
anyone to purchase 640 acres for $1.25 per acre if they reclaimed an eighth of the tract by irrigation.
Speculators took advantage of it and, throughout the West, large ranchers, lumber, and mining
corporations accumulated large holdings with the legislation intended for small farmers (White 1991;
Merk 1978; Gates 1979). Although such activities circumvented the intent of the law, they underscored a
weakness in the federal land policy. Congress had not provided specific legislation for the sale of land for
grazing, lumbering, or mining (Opie 1987).

A trend to remove federal land from public sale also emerged. Primary support for this came from
persons wanting to stop the abuses of the laws and from reformers concerned about the depletion of the
nation’s natural resources. The establishment of Yellowstone in 1872 hinted at this. Yet the passage of
the General Revision Act of 1891 had more immediate significance. It repealed the Preemption and the
Timber Culture Acts, amended the Desert Land and Homestead Acts, and eliminated public auctions of
land. One section also authorized the president to set aside forest reserves. Between 1872 and 1909, the
federal government established 235 million acres of the public domain as national forests and parks
(Robbins 1976; Opie 1987)."

* By 1956, the number of acres in reserves declined to 180 million.
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