
This presentation is an introductory level discussion of federal land records available at 

the National Archives. While some examples of records used will be from the National 

Archives at Denver, they will be applicable to the rest of the National Archives. Tract 

books, township survey plats and land entry case files will be the main types of records 

examined as well as some online resources. 

Wagons West:  
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Rick has worked with the archival unit of the National 

Archives at Denver for 15 years. Prior to this, he worked at the 

Federal records center.  He became a Denver area resident 

after his father retired from the military in 1977.  Land 

questions are among the favorite types of questions he answers 

for researchers. 
Rick Martinez  

Archives Specialist 
National Archives 

at Denver 
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Course Objectives 

·Learn about the differences between Federal land records 
and those maintained at the state and county levels, 
 
·Understand the legal descriptions of land claims, 

 
·Understand the genealogical research value of Federal land 

records, 
 
·Discover the types of land records held by the National 

Archivesɂboth in Washington, DC and at regional 
archival locations, 
 
·Learn how to order Federal land records from NARA. 
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Land Transfer or Homestead? 

·Most land transfers were by deed between two individuals and 
are recorded in deed books. The National Archives does not have 
this type of record. 
 

·Land records other than deeds, such as quitclaims, mortgages, 
leases, assignments, and divisions are also routinely found in 
deed books. The National Archives does not have this type of 
record. 
 

·Some actions involving land were recorded originally in the 
records of the probate or civil courts and then re-recorded in 
deed books. The National Archives does not have probate court 
records. However, we do have some federal court records that 
may note issues involving land, land disputes, and land 
ownership. 
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Where to Find Deeds, Probate,  
and County Court Records 

·#ÏÕÎÔÙ ÃÏÕÒÔÈÏÕÓÅÓ ɉȰ#ÏÕÎÔÙ #ÏÕÒÔÈÏÕÓÅ "ÏÏËȱ ÂÙ 
Elizabeth Petty Bentley) or online searches 
 
·State and local archives/historical societies: 

http://www.archives.gov/research/alic/reference/state -
archives.html 
 
·Many records have been microfilmed and/or digitized and 

can be found online 
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My Ancestor Was the Original 
Homesteader of the Land 

·The first transfer of a piece of property was from the 
federal government into the hands of an individual. 

 

·There are different types of records (and locations of 
records) depending upon which state your ancestor 
lived in. 
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Federal Land Records 

·The Federal government created and maintained 
records of the first transfer of public domain lands.  

 

·A variety of records were created and they were often 
created in duplicate and triplicate. 

 

·Records include: survey field notes, tract books, 
depositions, survey plats, correspondence, land entry 
case files, and patents. 
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Types of Land Claims on the  
Public Domain 

·Homestead Entries- free lands in the public domain 

·Timber Culture Entries- to cultivate stands of trees 

·Desert Land Entries- to irrigate semi-arid areas 

·Preemption Entries- ȰÓÑÕÁÔÔÅÒÓȱ 

·Timber and Stone Entries- ÁÒÅÁÓ ȰÕÎÆÉÔ ÆÏÒ ÆÁÒÍÉÎÇȱ 

·Mineral Entries- mines of various types 

·Military Bounty Land Warrants - rewarded service 

·Private Land Claims- adjudicated claims granted by 
other governments 
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The 30 Public Land States 

·Alabama  Alaska  Arizona 

·Arkansas  California  Colorado 

·Florida  Idaho   Illinois  

·Indiana  Iowa   Kansas 

·Louisiana  Michigan  Minnesota  

·Mississippi Missouri  Montana 

·Nebraska  Nevada   New Mexico 

·North Dakota Ohio   Oklahoma 

·Oregon  South Dakota Utah 

·Washington Wisconsin  Wyoming 
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Numerous Surveys were Done 
The 
Rectangular 
Survey 
System was 
proposed by 
Jefferson.  
The Land 
Ordinance of 
1785 marked 
the start of 
the Public 
Land Survey 
System. 
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6th Principal Meridian 
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Township, Range, Section 
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