Protection and conservation
of Federal timberlands
Under cognizance of the General Land Office,
the first Federal timber agents were assigned in
1850 to critical regions of the West in order to
safeguard forests on public lands from trespass,
illegal cutting, and other depredations.

Five years later, the protection of timber on
public lands became an additional administrative responsibility of all registers and receivers at
district land offices.

This was an early indication of official concern for forest resources by the Department of
the Interior and the General Land Office. The
care, conservation, and protection of all resources
soon became permanent elements of the Federal
system of land and resource management.

More
acquisitions
of public lands

Above

Early logging operations in the Northwest were rugged work.

Right

William Hendricks, only Commissioner of the General Land
Office ever to become Vice President of the United States.
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The earliest Federal grants to promote railroads were made by Congress in 1850. Over two
million acres were granted to the Illinois Central
and over one million acres to the Mobile & Ohio

Railroadto finance the construction of a new
system between Chicago and cities in Alabama
and Mississippi. Promoters of the Illinois Central sold lands to speculators and settlersproducing over $30 million, or nearly 90 percent of
the cost of the railroad.
This set the pattern for later and more extensive land grants for promoting railroads throughout the Nation. Largest of these was the grant
of more than 20 million acres to the Northern
Pacific to promote construction of the first transcontinental railroad from the Missouri River to

Land

grants for
constructing railroads

the Pacific Coast.

During a period of about two decades, land
grants were authorized by Congress to promote
the construction of more than 70 railroad systems, mostly in the western United States. These

land grants represented a total of nearly 95
million acres of public lands. And all of these
grants were administered by the General Land
Office in Washington.

Construction of American railroads between
1 850 and 1890 was aided directly by grants
of public lands. Many of the same railroads
later aided in further settlement and development of the nations westward frontier.

The location of the General land Office in the
new Patent Office Buildingfrom 1 855 to 1900
was its first physical association with the executive
headquarters of the Department of the Interior.

Move to the new
Patent Office Building
Although a bureau of the Department of the
Interior for over six years, the General Land
Office continued to occupy an upper story of the
Treasury Buildingdespite pleas and protests by
a succession of Commissioners for offices and
facilities elsewhere in Washington.

In 1855, a new fireproof building was completed for the Patent Office of the Department of
the Interior. It was a marble structure, located
between F and G streets, and 7th and 9th Streets,
NW. And during that year and 1856, the entire
General Land Office was transplanted to fairly
spacious quarters in the Patent Office Building.
This was the first physical association with its
parent: the Department of the Interior. And the

General Land Office remained at this location
until 1900. The structure is now popularly known
as the "Old Patent Office Building."
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District land offices across the Nation nat only
were focal points of public land transactions, but
also community social and political centers.

Right:
One of the flrst homesteads in the United
States was a 1 60-acre tract near Beatrice, Nebraska,

which later became the Homestead National Monum ent.

Plenty of room
but
not enough personnel

A chronic complaint of all Commissioners during the 1840's and 1B50's was the need for more
clerical and processing personnel to handle routine transactions. And even in new and enlarged
quarters, the need for additional help was acute.

In 1856, Commissioner Hendricks reported to
Congress that work of the General Land Office
was about four years in arrears.
After acquiring some additional personnel,
further workload complications materialized.
Requiring attention was a profusion of private
land claims. And proper adjudication of most
of the claims required a knowledge of Spanish.
and a preponderance of patience. Legal and
processing personnel of the General Land Office
were short of both. Commissioner Wilson regretfully reported in 1859 an increasing bulk of unfinished business, much of it five years old. And
there was no diminution of new land transactions.
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destiny, living from day to
day on hope and a fistful of

Throughout the 1840's and
185O's, the great moving mass
of migrating settlers infiltrated

Tracts of 160
acres for new

most of the surveyed public
lands, with many continuing
to press westward. Those with

homesteads

a little money bought farmlands at a district land office,

beef.

But in 1862, the entire pattern of settlement was changed
and recast by a significant Act
of Congress.
The Homestead Act awarded

a tract of 160 acres of public

or from a land agent or speculator. Some became squatters
for awhile, until they exerted

landsat practically no cost
whateverto every settler who
farmed and lived on the tract
for at least five years. This
Congressional gift to tillers of
the soil produced a continuing

their pre-emptive rights and

bought the lands they had
cultivated. Those with insuffi-

cient money, always the ma-

flood of entries or applications

jority, kept moving toward the

for homestead tractscausing

Westguided only by blind

further delays at the overloaded and understaffed General Land Office.
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Larger tracts for
western homesteads
After almost exhausting the fertile prairies
around the Mississippi and Missouri valleys, the
great migration continued westward eventually

reaching the incredible expanse of semi-arid
public lands. There, after the turn of the Century, a settler could claim as much as 320 acres

for a homesteadbut farming was difficult.
Over a decade later, Congress authorized a
homestead of 640 acres, where the arid public
lands were only fit for raising livestock.
Many other laws were passed to aid homesteading farmers and stockmen. But after the
best lands were claimed and occupied, remaining

lands would seldom support a homestead for
either farming or stockraising. The economic law
of diminishing returns foretold the certain doom
of homesteading.

As settlers continued to migrate westward,
thousands of new homesteads flourished in
Washingtonand in most other western areas.

ft

An early final certificate for a homestead
issued by a district land office in Kansas.
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office at Prescott, Arizona, in 1 880.
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lands dedicated to public education. Iowa was
the first State to receive its land grantin 1864.
As for all general as well as special grants of
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Act in 1862, public lands were later used to aid
and support selected State institutions providing
higher education in agriculture and mechanic
arts. Thirteen years earlier, the basic principle
of this Act had been proposed publicly for the
first timein 1849by Commissioner Butterfield
of the General Land Office.
Under this Act, each State was granted 30,000
acres for every Congressman. Ultimately this
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Surveys of public lands con-

tinued to be made under
private contracts, supervised

whenever possible by field
agents of the General Land
Office. In 1864, many regions
of considerable acreage still

remained to be surveyed according to the established rec-

tangular systemparticularly
in the Rocky Mountain region

and the desert wastelands of
the West. But as fast as townships could be mapped, plats

of survey were forwarded to
the Washington office for retention.

Collected and filed by the
General Land Office were all
survey recordssuch as town-

ship plats, maps, surveyors'
notes, and other dataneeded
for identification and location
of tracts in all surveyed townships of public lands, as well
as private lands which had
formerly been public lands.
Also maintained in Wash-

ington were complete land
recordssuch as entries, patents, applications, reservations,

Survey parties of the General Land Office lived off the land, ond
traveled by foot, horseback, wagon, and canoe in conducting surveys.

withdrawals, or other data
affecting use or ownership of
any tract of surveyed public

lands, or private lands that
had once been public lands.

Surveying and land records
All geological arid geographical surveys of public lands were under
the General Land Office until creation of the Geological Survey.

When the extensive value of mineral resources
on public lands was realized, all such lands were
specially classified, and sold only under rigid control as specified by Congress in the Mining Act of
1872. Control of mineral lands was vested in the
General Land Office, and thus mining and min-

Mining and minerals
on public lands

erals became major elements of the existing
system of Federal land and resource management.
Under supervision of the General Land Office,

the first extensive geological and geographical
surveys of potential mineral lands particularly

in the Rocky Mountain regionwere initiated
under private contracts. These continued for a
decadeuntil creation of the Geological Survey
as an office of the Department of the Interior.
Mineral as well as other land transactions increased tremendously after the Civil War, causing
further work overloads and extensive backlogs in
the Washington office. Delays of four or five
years became common for routine handling and
administration. Special transactions particularly adjudication of private land claims previ-

ously made under foreign sovereignsrequired
many additional months, and sometimes several
years.

A typical early mining camp in Colorado, symbol
of an era of the Old West.

The purchase of the entire territory of Alaska
from Russia in 1867 marked the last major addi-

Last major
acquisition of
public domain

tion-375 million acresto the public domain.
It was a fitting climax to the continued expansion
of the Nation.

All of these acquisitionsfrom early State
cessions to the Alaska purchasetotalled 1,837,762,560 acres. And these lands were obtained at
a cost of slightly more than $8 million.

Never in history had so much valuable real
estate been acquired for so little moneyand so
little bloodshed.

During 1890, there were 123 district land offices
open for business and busy with land transactions

throughout the Nation. This was the greatest
number of different land offices in operation dur-

ing any one year. And after 1890, the total
number of land offices gradually diminished.
As available public lands in a surveyed region
were largely transferred out of Federal ownership,
the local land office was consolidated with another

Peak number of
district land offices

office in the same State. When the last land
office in a State was closed, all plats and records
were returned to Washington, and further sale or
other disposition of remaining public lands in the
State was made directly by the General Land
Office.

In 1920, the total number of such offices had
dropped to 95. In 1933, there were 25 offices.

And today there are 15 district land offices
chiefly in States of the far West and Alaska.

There was never a dull day in the early district

land officesland office

business

was hectic.

Move to the Land
Office building
Outgrowing the accommo-

dations in the Patent Office
Building, the General Land
Office in 1900 moved across F

Street to quarters in a marble

building that had formerly
been used by the Post Office
Department and by the Washington Post Office.

To provide more storage
space for land records, nine
years later the General Land
Office acquired almost all of

the buildingand

it was

promptly renamed: the Land
Office Building.
Although the premises were

vacated in 1917, the structure
is still popularly known as the
"Old Land Office Building."
Work of the General Land
Office during the early 20th
Century was characterized by
declines in agricultural homestead transactions and private

A need for land and
resource conservation
After the turn of the Twentieth Century, the
Nation became aware that its tremendous supplies of natural resources were not inexhaustible. Timber forests had been logged unscientifically.

Once-bountiful farms and grazing

ranges had been overworked and badly eroded.
Through indifference, too many of our valuable
resources had been dissipated. And two solutions were better use and conservation.
In the years following, many large and small
tracts of public lands were withdrawn and dedicated as National Parks, National Forests, National Monuments, and Wildlife Sanctuaries.
And by means of public information and education, the need for developing and conserving
natural resources was recognized and understood.
And steadily through ensuing years, this aspect
of Federal land and resource management gained
greater stature and significance.

land claims requiring adjudication.

The Land OfFice Building was occupied exclusively by
General Land Office personnel from 1909 to 1917.

In 191 7 the General Land Office was physically located
in the Interior Department Building for the first time.

Land leases

for minerals
The mineral character of
the public lands was almost
unknown during the early settlement of the Nation. Even

A centennial of land
management
On the 100th Anniversary of the establishment of the General Land Office, the responsibilities of the Office were largely geared to the
processing of land transactions based on indiscriminate settlement of the public lands.

though the Government reserved rights to known deposits

of minerals, much land of
mineral character was transferred out of Federal ownership.

In 1920, however, there was
a major redirection in natural

Although charged with the enforcement of

resources policy with the introduction of a Federal leas-

laws and regulations relating to the public lands,
the field service of the General Land Office was
much too small to provide even minimal inspection and enforcement of such laws and regulations. Chief concern was the operation of 102

of the General Land Office,

land offices.

In Washington and in the field, a total of
1,419 employees celebrated the Centennial.

ing system of lands containing
oil, gas. sulphur, sodium, and
potassium. Administration of
leases became a responsibility

and 33 years later was extended to lands of the Outer
Continental Shelf.
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To contain most of the bureaus and offices of
the Department of the Interior under one roof,
a new building was constructed prior to World
War I. Located between E and F Streets, and
18th and 19th Streets NW., it was called the
Interior Department Building.
In 1917, principal elements of the General
Land Office moved from the Land Office Building to the west wing of the new marble building.

Move to first
Interior Department
building

Lesser elements of the General Land Office

were collected from makeshift quarters in the
Patent Office Building and the Pension Office
Building. One characteristic of the General
Land Office was its chronic ability to outgrow
its accommodations. For once, it seemed to
have enough room in the new Interior Department Building.
But such was not to be the case. The General Land Office as well as other components of
the Department of the Interior expanded organizationally and increased physically. As a result, across E Street in Washington, a newer,
larger, and more modern marble building was
constructed for the Department of the Interior.
The General Land Office moved to the new
building in 1937.
William Spry, Commissioner: 1921-29

A rapid decline in
land business

Beginning in 1924, the number of land transactions performed by the General Land Office

dropped at a rapid rateparticularly for cash
sales of public lands, entries and patents for
farm homesteads, adjudication of private land
claims, and special Congressional grants of land.

Only transactions unaffected were those involving reclamation, grants of swamplands to
States, and litigation arising out of earlier railroad land grants.
When Commissioner Spry's request for reduced appropriations was further diminished by
Congress, across-the-board retrenchment was
widespread. A third of the personnel in Washington was unemployed. An ambitious survey
schedule in the West was cut short. The number of district land offices shrank from a total
of 84 in 1924 to only 44 in 1925.

A typical field survey party of the early 1 920s.

Discovered: 11 million
acres of misplaced
public lands
The exact amount of remaining public lands
during this period was unknown. Tracts and
areas of lands were added an subtracted almost
daily, and a true balance was elusive.
Small wonder then, that Commissioner Spry
in 1926accidentally discovered that the Government owned over 11 million acres of public
lands it did not know it possessed. This was

arr area more than twice the size of Massachusetts.

The misplaced "area" proved to be only an
error in inventory, however, and failed to affect
the status of the "misplaced" public lands.
But the incident did emphasize the antiquity
of the many manual processes of the General

Land Office, and the need for more modern
calculating machines.

Karl S. Landstrom, Director: 1 961 present, a
career employee of the Bureau of Land Management.
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Intensified control and management of live-

stock grazing on about 175 million acres of
public lands was directed in 1934 by the Taylor
Grazing Act and accompanying Executive orders.
Large grazing districts were established
throughout the West, except Alaska. And these
districts were administered by the Grazing Serv

Conservation of
the public rangelands

icea newly created bureau of the Department
of the Interior.
Management of public lands within grazing
districts meant classification, improvement, con-

servation, and best use of the rangeland resources. It allowed orderly transfers of land
ownershipwhich were handled by the General
Land Office. Unrestricted homesteading in the
Western States had come to an end.

Move to the new
Interior Department
building

Constructed in 1937 for use of the Department of the Interior was a massive marble building, located between C and D Streets, and 18th
and 19th Streets NW., in Washington. And
in that year, the General Land Office moved to

new quarters in the immense structure.

The

building is still used today by most of the offices

and bureaus of the Department of the Interior.

A major reorganization took place within the

Department of the Interior in 1946, when the
General Land Office and the Grazing Service
were combined and renamed: the Bureau of
Land Management. Most of the former func-

Successor to the
General Land Office

tions and previous responsibilities were retained
by the new organizational identity.
The new Bureau of Land Management con-

tinued to process, adjudicate, and record all
transactions involving the public lands. And
additional grazing administration made for a
more comprehensive system of Federal land and
resource management.
41

Public lands and resources in the future
In 1962, the Bureau of Land Management is
broadly concerned with the survey, engineering
inventory, classification, evaluation, administration, development, improvement, conservation,

and multiple use of public lands and natural
resources. All of these are now inherent in a
single Federal system that embraces:

* Management of soil resourcesincluding
il protection, conservation, and erosion reduc-

'ion.

* Management of water resourcesincluding
restoration of underground water levels, and
storage by diversion into reservoirs,
* Management of mineral resourcesinclud-

ing mineral land leases, and administration of

t

mining laws.

* Management of range resourcesincluding
watershed protection, range reseeding, land reforesting, and multiple use of public rangelands.
* Management of forest resourcesincluding
sustained yields of harvest, protection, reforestation, conservation, and multiple use of timberlands.

* Management of recreation resourcesincluding creation and administration of areas for
hunting, fishing, camping, and other outdoor
pursuits.

This integrated and balanced system of Federal management assures wise and effective use
of our public lands and naturaE resources for

the greatest benefit of the most people of the
Nation.
Although a fitting climax to 150 years of Fed-

eral land and resource management, more chal-

lenging problems and more difficult tasks lie
beyond the horizon of tomorrow. These prob-

lems and tasks are shouldered today by the
Bureau of Land Managementon this Sesquicentennialas it faces a future of coritinuin
development, conservation, and multiple use o
our public lands and natural resources.

I

Directors
of the Bureau of Land Management

1946-1962
Director
Johnson, Fred W.
Clawson, Marion
Woozley, Edward
Landstrom. Karl S.

Origin
Wyoming
Nevada
Idaho
Oregon

Appointment
16 Jul 1946

4 Mar 1948
1 May 1953
1 Feb 1961

Directors
938-1946
of the Grazing Service 11938-1946

Director
R.
Carpenter, F.
F.R.

Rutledge, R. H.
Forsling, Clarence

Origin
Illinois
Idaho
Nebraska

Appointment
1934-1938
1938-1942
1942-1946
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Commissioners
of the General Land Office 1 81 2 1 94ó

Commissioner

Tiffin, Edward
Meigs, Josiah
McLean, John
Graham, George
Hayward, Elijah
Brown, Ethan A.
Whitcomb, James
Huntington, Elisha M.
Blake, Thomas H.
Shields, James
Young, Richard M.
Butterfield, Justin
Wilson, John
Hendricks, Thomas A.
Smith, Samuel A.
Wilson, Joseph S.
Edmunds, James M.
Wilson, Joseph S.
Drummond, Willis
Burdett, Samuel S.
Williamson, James A.
McFarland, Noah C.
Sparks, William A. J.
Stockslager, Strother M.
Stocksiager.
Groff, Lewis A.
Carter, Thomas H.
Stone, William M.
Lamoreaux, Silas W.
Hermann, Binger
Richards, William A.
Ballinger, Richard A.
Dennett, Fred
Tailman, Clay
Taliman,
Spry, William
Moore, Charles C.
Johnson. Fred W.
Johnson,

Origin

Ohio
Georgia
Ohio
District of Columbia
Ohio
Ohio
Indiana
Indiana
Indiana
Illinois
Illinois
Illinois
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3Jul 1841
19 May 1842
16 Apr 1845

6Jan 1847

District of Columbia
Indiana
Tennessee

District of Columbia
Michigan
District of Columbia
Iowa
Missouri
Iowa

Kansas
Illinois

Indiana
Nebraska
Montana
Iowa
Wisconsin
Oregon
Wyoming
Washington

North Dakota
Nevada
Utah
Idaho
Wyoming
S GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE

Appointment
7 May 1812
11 Oct 1814
11 Sep 1822
26 Jun 1823
30 Sep 1830
24 Jul 1835
21 Oct 1836

1 Jul 1849
16 Sep 1852
8 Aug 1855
13 Oct 1859
23 Feb 1860
19 Mar 1861
1 Sep 1866
4 Feb 1871
1 Jul 1874

24 Jun 1876
17 Jun 1881
26 Mar 1885
27 Mar 1888
16 Sep 1889
30 Mar 1891
18 Nov 1892
28 Mar 1893
25 Mar 1897
26 Jan 1903
28 Jan 1907
14 Jan 1908

5Jun 1913
22 Mar 1921
9 May 1929
20 May 1933

1962
962 OF-6434I2
OF-643&l2
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D.C. -- Price
Price 40
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cents
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