
1 – Introduction

The Politics of Free Land in the Early United States

From the nature and purpose of civil institutions, all the lands […] are  
assumed by that society, and subject to their allotment only. This may be  

done by themselves, assembled collectively, or by their legislature, to whom  
they may have delegated sovereign authority; and if they are allotted in  
neither of these ways, each individual of the society may appropriate to  

himself such lands as he finds vacant, and occupancy will give him title.1

– Thomas Jefferson, July 1774 –

… the greatest part of the United States have been Settled […] by Proclamation  
being Set foarth that all Such as Would Venter into the Wilderness  

and make Improvements and Would become Actual Settlers […] Should be  
Inttled to a Certain Quantity of land[.] & Now When the American by  

a long and Tidious War has Gained to themselves Liberty at the Expence  
of Much Blood & treasur and Can Now bost they have the most free Govermet  

in the known World, We may Reasonably Expect that We Will have as  
good times Now Under Governors of our Own Choosen as We had When  

Under the British Goverment (or that Can be had by all Such as Will move  
over either to British or Spanish Goverments at this time)… [sic]2

– Inhabitants of Jefferson County, Northwest Territory, 1799 –

The remarkable appeal that the United States had to Europeans during 
the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries has often been attributed 
not only to the country’s democratic culture, but also to the presuma

bly existing opportunities for upward mobility. At the time, many saw the basis 
for these possibilities primarily in the easy access to undeveloped land, which, 
it was thought, would enable broad sections of the population to set up farms 
and thus to improve their economic situation through personal skill and hard 
work.3

1 Thomas Jefferson, “A Summary View of the Rights of British America,” July 1774, in The Pa-
pers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd, vol. 1 (Princeton, 1950), 133.
2 Inhabitants of Jefferson County, Petition to Congress, 1799, in The Territory Northwest of the 
River Ohio, 1787–1803, ed. Clarence E. Carter, The Territorial Papers of the United States, vol. 3 
(Washington, DC, 1934), 54.
3 While similar points were made by J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur in 1782 and Alexis de 
Tocqueville in 1835, the most wellknown formulation of the idea is doubtlessly Frederick Jack
son Turner’s 1893 address to the American Historical Association. See J. Hector St. John Creve
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In the early US, however, access to uncultivated land was restricted. While 
Patriot leaders like Thomas Jefferson protested against British rule during the 
American Revolution by pointing to the restraints that the Crown placed on 
colonists who wanted to claim undeveloped lands, the federal government 
that went into operation in 1789 was even more restrictive than its colonial 
predecessors. There were both fiscal and economic reasons for this. The new 
US government used the proceeds from land sales to finance itself, and in the 
fledgling commercial society of the early republic a large part of the private 
wealth consisted of property titles to agricultural land. It was feared that if land 
was made available for free, this would diminish or even obliterate the land 
wealth of private citizens and the government. During the 1790s to 1850s, most 
politicians dismissed popular demands for free land to settlers as an unrealistic 
and unworkable policy.

Poor whites occupied a complicated position in the colonial hierarchy of 
the early republic.4 African Americans were excluded from participating in 
many aspects of social life as nominally free people in the North and held in 
bondage in the South, and Native Americans were viewed as external to soci
ety and therefore willfully dislocated or killed as the United States expanded 
westwards. On account of their European ethnicity, poor whites – the hetero
geneous group so described by observers at the time – were in principle seen 
as qualified and entitled members of the settler community. The promise of 

coeur, Letters from an American Farmer, ed. William P. Trent (New York, 1904), 78–79, 89–90; 
Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop 
(Chicago, 2000), 269–270; Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New 
York, 1920), 1–38.
4 “Poor whites” and synonymous terms are used throughout this book to refer to the European 
American lower class in the socioeconomic sense. These were people who had few economic 
means, but were regarded as a part of settler society and could, therefore, unlike colonized popu
lations, claim certain legal and political rights. Being poor and white in the early United States 
was hardly a homogeneous experience. Women and men possessed vastly different degrees of 
freedom, as gendered family ideals and divisions of labor vested authority in males in principal. 
Rural and urban experiences differed greatly, and regional and ethnic differences may equally 
have shaped the lives and outlooks of people collectively classified by social statistics and observ
ers at the time as “poor.” The term “poor whites” is used despite its generality to evaluate a central 
idea of “free land” proponents, namely, whether land grants allowed lowerclass European 
American households to improve their socioeconomic situation by setting up independent 
farms. In contrast to Nancy Isenberg’s recent and muchdiscussed history of the concept of 
“white trash,” the term “poor whites” did not express contempt for the lower class in political 
discourse. The term “poor” was common as a selfdescription during the nineteenth century and 
meant, quite simply, having little wealth and low income. This book is not a contribution to the 
debate (most recently reignited by J. D. Vance) on how a lack of social capital and certain behav
iors can shape a ‘culture of poverty’ that keeps people from changing their situation even when 
opportunities are supposedly available. The analysis in this book asks whether land donation 
laws created such opportunities at all. See Nancy Isenberg, White Trash: The 400-Year Untold 
History of Class in America (New York, 2016); J. D. Vance, Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family 
and Culture in Crisis (New York, 2016).
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the Declaration of Independence, that the new government would rely on the 
“consent of the governed,” was meant to apply to them. Unlike colonized peo
ples, nonlandowning European Americans were acknowledged as bearers 
of rights and the simple white family farm household (under the authority of 
males and occasionally widows) was seen as the nucleus of the “American peo
ple,” to which the US government referred as its highest purpose and reason of 
existence. In principle, the new government saw it as its duty to also serve the 
interests of its less welloff citizens – even before voting rights became available 
to white men without property. However, their new status as citizens rather 
than colonial subjects did not give poor white people free access to land. In
deed, even after the 1820s, when most states had extended suffrage to all white 
males, land policy was still less lenient toward the interests of the landless than 
before the Revolution. The neighboring British and Spanish colonies had not 
made the switch to democracy, but the authorities in these places made free 
land available to farmers who were willing to join them. Elected US politicians, 
meanwhile, generally refused to even consider the idea and pointed to the role 
of land as a private economic asset and means of government financing.

Despite the political rejection of free land in early America, the concept 
remained attractive, and demands resurfaced periodically. Many lowerclass 
whites put great hope in the concept, which they thought would allow them 
to become independent landowners and generally create the basis for a more 
equitable social compact. The question was, however, how could the demand 
possibly navigate around the objections raised against it?

The propositions that legislators found credible enough to review between 
the 1790s and the 1850s presented land grants to white settlers as an innova
tive governmental tool and costeffective method of conquest. Free land was to 
Americanize frontiers by settling them with a reliable population and thereby 
consolidating, creating, and expanding the racial order of established US so
ciety across the continent. The focus on making ‘realistic’ demands conducive 
to state building transformed free land into a more sinister project than a se
lectively inclusive land policy would have. Not only were nonwhites excluded 
from becoming landowners. The proposals had the explicit goal of worsening 
the situation of both Indians and African Americans. Entitled settlers were im
agined to be costeffective agents of US sovereignty who would displace Native 
peoples and expand the southern system of slavery. The pressure to formulate 
demands compatible with the fiscal base of the US government thus created 
a direct association between land entitlements for disadvantaged European 
Americans and the dispossession and exclusion of nonwhite populations.

Most of the projects that Congress discussed through the 1850s failed be
fore a bill was passed by either the House or the Senate. In 1842, 1850, and 1854, 
however, federal legislators were convinced enough of the merits of free land 
to agree to special laws for the territories of Florida, Oregon, and New Mexico. 
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These antebellum donation laws did not embrace the concept that land should 
generally be available for free. Instead, they were crafted as selective exemp
tions from the general rule of requiring payment for lands in order to instru
mentalize white land claimants as autonomous enforcers of colonial order in 
frontier contexts that appeared to elude the government’s conventional meth
ods for establishing control. The broadened agency of settlers in these inva
sions, it was believed, would provide a more flexible and costeffective means 
of expansion than using the army for conquest.

Free land laws were meant to operate to the government’s advantage, im
prove the situation of poor white families, and, at the same time, enforce the 
exclusion of Indians and blacks. However, in the eyes of contemporary ob
servers, the settlements created by the laws fell severely short of the legislative 
goals. The free land experiments did not combine the interests of settlers and 
the government in the way that legislators had imagined. Proposals for exten
sions of the policy to other frontier areas were therefore shelved on the con
gressional level. And during the 1850s, free land was once again regarded as in
conceivable. Only in the crisis of the Civil War did the US again adopt free land 
legislation, albeit in a different form and for other ends than the earlier laws.

This book presents a history of free land policies and their social conse
quences in antebellum America. It aims to show how the demand and the im
plemented policies affected frontier populations in different ways. In the fol
lowing chapters, it explores the ways in which free land proposals managed to 
overcome overwhelming fiscal and economic objections in the congressional 
debate – and how the concerns structured the policies that were eventually im
plemented. In doing so, it reconstructs the settlement experience from multiple 
perspectives. While assessing the opportunities that free land policies opened 
to lowerclass whites, it also aims to shows how they contributed to the subju
gation of Indians and African Americans. Most crucially, it analyses how the 
demands and policies affected the relations of white settlers and Native peoples 
on the frontier. Finally, it shows why the local policy precedents did not open a 
path to a general law that made frontier lands available for free.

Perspectives on Land Policy History

The negotiation and evolution of US land policy before the Civil War and its 
impact on western settlements have been studied many times. For both meth
odological and conceptual reasons, however, the issue bears revisiting. New 
sources have become available since the major works on this subject were 
published several decades ago. Notably, the Library of Congress has digitized 
its collection of early House and Senate bills. These bills were mostly printed 
for internal use and were often not available to the historians who examined 
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the early land debates.5 The Territorial Papers of the United States, published 
between 1934 and 1975 in 28 volumes by the Department of State, contain a 
wealth of material that has still not been adequately used in the literature. Peti
tions and letters from private citizens reprinted in the Territorial Papers give a 
broader view of the negotiation and social consequences of the early free land 
laws.6

Recent digitizations of land applications and patents by the Florida De
partment of Environmental Protection,7 the Oregon State Archives,8 and the 
US Bureau of Land Management,9 as well as the compilations of land appli
cation abstracts by the Genealogical Forum of Portland, Oregon,10 have laid 
the groundwork for a previously infeasible quantitative examination of settle
ment processes in the territories of Florida, Oregon, and New Mexico. The new 
quantitative data correct faulty and incomplete statistics that scholars used in 
the past and enable the calculation the success rates for land claimants in dif
ferent locations.11 GIS maps of historical county and state borders by the New
berry Library12 and the Minnesota Population Center,13 together with Claudio 
Saunt’s chronological map of Indian land cessions and reservations,14 make it 
possible to place land claims within their historical communities and to re

5 See Library of Congress, “A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation: US Congressional Docu
ments and Debates, 1774–1875,” accessed January 1, 2015, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ 
amlaw/lawhome.html.
6 See Clarence E. Carter, ed., The Territorial Papers of the United States, 28 vols. (Washington, 
DC, 1934–1975).
7 See Florida Department of Environmental Protection, “FDEP Division of State Lands Land 
Records,” 2015, http://tlhdslweb.dep.state.fl.us/florida/flpro/viewer.htm.
8 See Oregon State Archives, “Oregon Historical Records Index,” Oregon Secretary of State, 2013, 
http://genealogy.state.or.us/.
9 See US Bureau of Land Management, “General Land Office Records,” 2015, http://www. 
glorecords.blm.gov.
10 See Lottie L. Gurley, ed., Genealogical Material in Oregon Donation Land Claims, 4  vols. 
(Portland, OR, 1957–1967); Lottie L. Gurley, ed., Genealogical Material in Oregon Provisional 
Land Claims. Abstracted from Applications, Vol. I–VIII 1845–1849 (Portland, OR, 1982).
11 The literature still frequently uses Thomas Donaldson’s 1884 statistics to understand the ante
bellum free land laws. Donaldson, however, used incompatible data from the three localities. He 
gives the number of initial applications for Florida, but for the Oregon Territory he enumerates 
the number of issued patents, and for New Mexico Territory he gives the number of certified 
claims that local land officers forwarded to the General Land Office for examination. The figures 
provided by Donaldson have led scholars to overestimate the significance of the free land laws in 
Florida and New Mexico Territory and to understate the size of settlements in the Oregon Terri
tory. See Appendix A below and Thomas Donaldson, The Public Domain: Its History with Statis-
tics (Washington, DC, 1884), 295–297, 996.
12 The Newberry Library, “Atlas of Historical County Boundaries Project,” accessed February 9, 
2016, http://publications.newberry.org/ahcbp/.
13 Minnesota Population Center, “National Historical Geographic Information System: Ver
sion 2.0,” accessed February 12, 2017, https://www.nhgis.org.
14 Claudio Saunt, “The Invasion of America,” July 31, 2017, http://www.ehistory.org/projects/
invasionofamerica.html.
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construct a Native presence that other sources often ignored or played down. 
In combination with traditional archival research, the new sources generate a 
more accurate view of the political negotiation of proposals in Congress and 
the social dimensions, localities, and trajectories of settlements as well as their 
impact on Indian nations.

Most works on land policy in early America were written from progres
sive and neoprogressive perspectives. Historians of the 1910s to 1970s, such as 
George Stephenson,15 Benjamin Hibbard,16 Roy Robbins,17 and Paul W. Gates,18 
understood public land history in terms of an intrawhite struggle among 
common settlers, landlords, and speculators seeking to monopolize the west
ern lands to their exclusive advantage. This perspective largely ignored the fact 
that white settlers and speculators competed for control over land they dispos
sessed from Indians.

The newer literature recognizes the limitation of the progressive public 
land histories; few serious historians of US western expansionism today would 
deny that Native peoples were dispossessed and displaced as a result of the 
increasingly generous land policies.19 For a lack of other accounts, the works 
of Roy Robbins and Paul Gates, however, have remained influential, and even 
recent works rely on these authors for their discussion of the land debates and 
policies during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.20 Perhaps for 
this reason, the central importance of antiIndian and antiblack racism in the 
negotiation of the early federal free land laws is still not understood sufficiently. 
Most of the early free land proposals that Congress agreed to discuss were for
mulated explicitly as programs that would broaden economic opportunities for 
poor white families and facilitate the dispossession and even murder of Indians 
as well as the exclusion and enslavement of blacks. The antebellum free land 
laws that were passed for Florida and Oregon were not peaceful attempts “to 
cope with the Indians” as a matter of “national defense” (as Robbins writes), 

15 See George M. Stephenson, The Political History of the Public Lands from 1840 to 1862: From 
Preemption to Homestead (Boston, 1917).
16 See Benjamin H. Hibbard, A History of the Public Land Policies (New York, 1924).
17 See Roy M. Robbins, Our Landed Heritage: The Public Domain, 1776–1970, 2nd ed. (Lincoln, 
NE, 1976).
18 See Paul W. Gates, History of Public Land Law Development (Washington, DC, 1968).
19 See Reeve Huston, “Land Conflict and Land Policy in the United States, 1785–1841,” in The 
World of the Revolutionary American Republic: Land, Labor, and the Conflict for a Continent, ed. 
Andrew Shankman (New York, 2014), 328; Benjamin T. Arrington, “‘Free Homes for Free Men’: 
A Political History of the Homestead Act, 1774–1863” (PhD diss., University of Nebraska – Lin
coln, 2012), 7; William G. Robbins, “The Indian Question in Western Oregon: The Making of 
a  Colonial People,” in Experiences in a Promised Land, ed. G. Thomas Edwards and Carlos 
A. Schwantes (Seattle, 1986), 65, note 10.
20 As of October 2017, Google scholar counts 136 citations to Roy Robbins’ book since the year 
2000 and 375 references to Paul Gates’ book during the same period. See Google, “Google 
Scholar,” accessed October 24, 2017, scholar.google.com.
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and it trivializes the intent of the Florida Armed Occupation Act’s makers to 
state that the law responded to “Indian troubles” (as Gates contends).21 Given 
the laws’ racist implications and (as I will show) catastrophic consequences, a 
perspective is needed that goes beyond the justifications offered by their de
signers.

More recent studies of free land politics in antebellum America, such as 
those by Jamie Bronstein,22 Reeve Huston,23 Jonathan Earle,24 Mark Lause,25 
and Benjamin Arrington,26 focus on the democratic, egalitarian, and even anti 
racist goals of land reformers from the 1830s to 1850s. While these studies give 
an accurate account of the political movements that they examine, their focus 
lends itself to an interpretation of free land politics as an essentially democra
tizing and egalitarian force. This book aims to balance these positive narratives 
by reconstructing the problematic sides of earlier free land politics, including 
how racism served as a strategy frontier whites used to access land and govern
ment funds. Demands for free land for settlers only became conceivable in the 
antebellum years when proposals were geared to create, enforce, and expand a 
racist order across the North American continent.

This book is a contribution to the growing literature that understands the 
selectively democratic institutions of the early US as a settler colonial forma
tion.27 While other colonialisms sought to coexist with Indigenous populations 
to master and exploit them, settler colonialisms were premised on the idea that 
white European settlers had a superior and ordained claim to the colonial land 
base for cultural and economic reasons and that the original inhabitants there
fore could be displaced. As an exclusionary “settler society,” the United States 
“required the practical elimination of the natives in order to establish itself on 
their territory.”28 A chief concern of land politics during the antebellum era was 

21 Robbins, Our Landed Heritage, 154, 153; Gates, History of Public Land Law Development, 388.
22 Jamie L. Bronstein, Land Reform and Working-Class Experience in Britain and the United 
States, 1800–1862 (Stanford, 1999).
23 Reeve Huston, Land and Freedom: Rural Society, Popular Protest, and Party Politics in Ante-
bellum New York (New York, 2000).
24 Jonathan H. Earle, Jacksonian Antislavery and the Politics of Free Soil, 1824–1854 (Chapel Hill, 
2004).
25 Mark A. Lause, Young America: Land, Labor, and the Republican Community (Urbana, 2005).
26 Arrington, “‘Free Homes for Free Men.’”
27 The best known works in the field of settler colonialism are Aziz Rana, The Two Faces of 
American Freedom (Cambridge, MA, 2010) and Walter L. Hixson, American Settler Colonialism: 
A History (New York, 2013). Several comparative studies have drawn attention to common fea
tures of the early United States and other settler colonies. See, for example, John C. Weaver, The 
Great Land Rush and the Making of the Modern World, 1650–1900 (Montreal, 2003); James Be
lich, Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-World, 1783–1939 
(Oxford, 2009), and Stuart Banner, Possessing the Pacific: Land, Settlers, and Indigenous People 
from Australia to Alaska (Cambridge, MA, 2007).
28 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide 
Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 387–409, 389.



Introduction20

to shape the processes of displacement and resettlement to make them condu
cive to the government’s finances and to minimize military expenses.

The reference to settler colonialism as a structuring principle of early US 
society puts the understanding of the history of land politics on a better foot
ing. At the same time, the analysis of land politics and distribution during the 
antebellum era helps to shed light on the dynamics and mechanisms of set
tler aggression and seizures of Indian land that have been neglected in recent 
scholarship. Settler colonial studies place their principal focus on the antago
nism between settler societies and the Indigenous communities they expelled 
and destroyed. The internal social differentiation and competition of social 
groups within white society and the contrasts between the interests of local 
and national governments, on the one hand, and those of private citizens, on 
the other, are therefore often assumed to be of little interest.29 As I will show 
throughout this book, however, antiIndian aggressions had a constant source 
not only in the general society’s commitment to bringing all desirable land and 
natural resources under settler control but also in these intrawhite struggles. 
This study, therefore, is not only an update to the public land histories, but also 
an attempt to bring an understanding of the complicated and contradictory 
politics and economics of land distribution (that progressive historians like 
Paul W. Gates and others have dissected brilliantly) to the analysis of expansive 
settler societies.30

In order to emphasize the frequently diverging and even conflicting coali
tion of interests leading the colonization of the American West, throughout the 
study I use the term coined by Norbert Finzsch, “settler imperialism,” instead 
of the more common “settler colonialism.” In his analysis of the interdependent 
relation between aggressive frontier settlers and economic and political elites 
in the metropolises and regional centers in North America and Australia dur
ing the nineteenth century, Finzsch underlines that the seizure of Indigenous 
land was generally a joint effort on the part of discernable groups that all stood 
to profit in different ways from dispossessing the original landowners. While 

29 In his widely cited book on the theory of settler colonialism, Lorenzo Veracini conceptually 
dissolves the tension between government authorities and settlers altogether. US settlers are said 
to have “carried a foundational sovereign entitlement” with them and were supposedly not sub
ordinate to the federal government in their movements and doings. He leaves out the state as a 
structure separate from settlers, arguing that “the history of settler displacement should be seen 
as fundamentally characterized by nonstate corporate forms.” Lorenzo Veracini, Settler Coloni-
alism: A Theoretical Overview (Houndmills, UK, 2010), 65, 60.
30 While free land policies have been appraised as vehicles of colonization before, existing 
studies are generally not concerned with intrawhite conflicts about land distribution and the 
difference between policy aims and outcomes. See, for example, Paul Frymer, Building an Ameri-
can Empire: The Era of Territorial and Political Expansion (Princeton, 2017); Laura Jensen, Patri-
ots, Settlers, and the Origins of American Social Policy (Cambridge, UK, 2003); and Douglas 
W. Allen, “Homesteading and Property Rights; Or, ‘How the West Was Really Won,’” Journal of 
Law and Economics 34, no. 1 (1991): 1–23.
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settlers were often the immediate aggressors moving into Indigenous territory 
to claim land and natural resources, political and financial elites provided the 
necessary legal sanction, military support, and funding. Settler imperialism 
was rhizomelike in that agency was shared between the participating groups 
and the process of displacement and resettlement had no discernable core or 
periphery.31 Finzsch’s concept is helpful for understanding the tension between 
the divergent strategies of policymakers and frontier settlers that partly com
plemented each other but were also in conflict, at times even fundamentally. 
Although the government devised strategies to project its power, and set
tlers legitimized their interest in privately appropriating land by pointing to 
the shared goal of expanding a white settler society, their interests were rarely 
simply identical in practice. Building on Finzsch’s conception, I will show that 
the frictions between frontier whites and state authorities were in themselves 
a source of aggressive behavior against Native peoples. Not only did frontier 
whites act independently and sometimes against the stated policy of their gov
ernment when they took Indian land and drove away its previous owners. At 
times, aggressive settler behavior had more to do with winning recognition for 
land claims or funding from tightfisted lawmakers in Washington than with an 
interest in land and other natural resources that Indian nations controlled. In 
this way, internal contradictions and social tensions within white settler soci
ety turned outwards and translated into seemingly nondirectional antiNative 
sentiments and actions.

Outline of Chapters

The chapters of this volume follow the negotiation of demands for free land in 
Congress, the development of laws, and the resulting settlements during the 
antebellum years (in roughly chronological order). The chapters build on each 
other as legislative proposals were drafted with a view of earlier discussions 
and the legislation’s design impacted settlements on the ground. The settlement 
experience, in turn, influenced later congressional debates. Readers who are 
interested only in a particular period or a specific legislative proposal are ad
vised to read the conclusion for a shorter version of the overall narrative.

31 See Norbert Finzsch, “‘The intrusion therefore of cattle is by itself sufficient to produce the 
extirpation of the native race’: Social Ecological Systems and Ecocide in Conflicts Between Hunt
erGatherers and Commercial Stock Farmers in Australia,” Settler Colonial Studies 7, no.  2 
(2017): 164–91, 169–70; Finzsch, “‘… Extirpate or remove that vermin’: Genocide, Biological 
Warfare, and Settler Imperialism in the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Century,” Journal of 
Genocide Research 10, no. 2 (2008): 215–32, 219; Eva Bischoff, “Settler Imperialism and Indige
nous Peoples: The Case of Australia,” in The Palgrave Encyclopedia of Imperialism and Anti-Impe-
rialism, ed. Immanuel Ness and Saer Maty Ba (Basingstoke, UK, 2015), 415.
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Chapter Two introduces the congressional debates of free land concepts 
between the 1790s and 1820s. There were grassroots efforts from across a broad 
spectrum that approached Congress from many parts of the country, yet law
makers generally dismissed these demands for economic and fiscal reasons; 
they only discussed proposals pitching land grants as a means for resolving 
critical frontier contexts that appeared to challenge the US government’s con
ventional methods for conquering and incorporating territory. The chapter 
presents six legislative pitches from the years 1798 to 1828 that Congress took 
seriously enough to consider and identifies the features they had in common 
that prompted Congress to act.

Chapter Three follows the rise of mass politics of free land in the West and 
Southwest during the late 1820s to 1830s; it details how citizens and legisla
tors from Missouri and Arkansas sought to win recognition for the free land 
demand on the federal level. The chapter recounts an elaborate campaign in 
which citizens and lawmakers from the two states smeared their Indian neigh
bors as dangerous savages who needed to be checked by armed settlers. In this 
way, the campaign mimicked arguments that had previously led Congress to 
consider proposals. After army officials had discredited these stories and east
ern legislators proved to be unmoved, Missouri’s senators instead developed 
two widely acclaimed bills that sought to use settlers to resolve problems that 
the US government faced in its push to conquer and incorporate Florida and 
the Pacific Northwest. The chapter follows the development of all three bills 
and details how political and fiscal concerns shaped the proposals at every 
stage of their development.

The settlement history that resulted from the donation laws is recounted 
in Chapter Four. The chapter presents the locations and trajectory of settle
ments and assesses the social consequences of the legislation for land claim
ants as well as for the Native populations the laws aimed to replace with white 
European Americans. The chapter opens with a look at an Arkansas state law 
from 1840 passed after federal support for land donations within the state was 
evidently not forthcoming. The law, which was designed to further the state’s 
development, is introduced as a point of comparison to the two longer sections 
on the settlement experiences in Florida under the 1842 Armed Occupation 
Act and in the Oregon Territory under the 1850 Donation Land Claim Act. The 
latter two sections close with an assessment of the laws’ impact on the Native 
populations in the respective area.

Chapter Five presents the political debates and official assessment of the 
Florida and Oregon laws’ results during the 1850s and the subsequent trans
formation of free land politics. The chapter shows how the results of the two 
federal laws led to disillusionment among policymakers, who came to ques
tion the idea that land claimants could supplant troops as colonizers and state 
builders. In turn, the popular land reform movement of the 1850s rethought 
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the demand for free land and presented it strictly as a matter of social and 
economic development. Finally, the chapter recounts the passage of the 1862 
Homestead Act and shows how the law’s objectives differed from the antebel
lum legislation.

The conclusion gathers together the various strands of the argument and 
assesses the place of the Florida and Oregon land laws’ place in the develop
ment of frontier land law. The chapter also discusses the complicated relation
ship of frontier settlers to their government and the supposedly shared goal of 
colonization that the laws and the settlement experiences brought to light.


