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Background
+ Many settlers of different national backgrounds made homes in present-day Louisiana

+ In colonial Louisiana often decades before the Louisiana Purchase (1803)

+ In Orleans Territory (1803-1812)

+ In the state of Louisiana (1812-)

+ In 1803 the U. S. Government put ALL of  Louisiana Purchase into its “public domain,” which forced ALL prior 
settlers  wishing to hold onto their improvements to prove their British, French, Spanish, and Indian claims and 
seek confirmation of title from Congress.  Some of these private claims took decades to settle, a few exceeding 
100 years.   In addition, lands acquired by the State and selected businesses (e.g, railroads) had to first be 
selected, then approved by the U. S. government, thus severing these lands from the U. S. public domain.   

+ Four major problems added to the discord

+ Extensive delays in surveying complex terrain & approving the surveys, then offering lands for sale to the public.

+ Boundary disputes with Spanish authorities (yes, Spanish) for years after the Louisiana Purchase.

+ Settlers’ reluctance to appear before federal officials to press their claims in the legally allowed time period.

+ Squatters on unsurveyed lands, which they would have to vacate once the lands were surveyed, unless Congress 
gave them preference over other bidders.  This process took years, sometimes decades.
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Purpose

+This module discusses the types of records held at OSL and 
how to navigate them, followed by two case examples.

+Start at this website: https://doa.louisiana.gov/doa/osl/

Partial snip of home page:
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https://doa.louisiana.gov/doa/osl/


Navigating Louisiana’s 
OSL Website

Plus ...
Creating a Project File on their 

Website and Adding 
Documents to It
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High Level Navigation: Background
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High Level Navigation: Historical Records

Seizure for non-
payment of State 
property taxes, 
1880-1973
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High Level Navigation (cont’d)

1 4  A U G U S T  2 0 2 1 P H I L I P  A D D E R L E Y ,  A R K - L A - T E X  G E N E A L O G I C A L  A S S O C I A T I O N 7



Mid-Level 
Navigation: 
Document 
Type (41)
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LA OSL Online Project & Subfolder Tools

+ Conduct search and locate document(s) of interest

+ Create/Access a Project  

+ Add Documents to Project
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Land Descriptions in 
Louisiana 
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Keys to Land Descriptions in Louisiana

+ Public Land Survey System (PLSS) is the foundation
+ Rectilinear grid system: 36 nominally 1-square-mile sections of 640 

acres in 1 nominally square PLSS township

+ Used to describe all land transactions other than those claiming land 
derived from British, French, Spanish, or Indian authorities

+ Metes and Bounds
+ Land derived from British, French, Spanish, or Indian authorities

+ Generally associated with pre-statehood transactions and subsequent 
decisions involving those lands after statehood

+ Section numbers begin at 37.  These numbers signal a private land claim!!

1 4  A U G U S T  2 0 2 1 P H I L I P  A D D E R L E Y ,  A R K - L A - T E X  G E N E A L O G I C A L  
A S S O C I A T I O N 1 1



The Public Land Survey System (PLSS) 
States (includes Alaska,  not shown)



Louisiana, 1857 Federal Land Survey Map
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Louisiana Meridian

Baseline

St. Helena Meridian

1 township: 36 square miles
36 townships: 1296 sq. miles



A Brief Review
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A Brief Review
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36

A Section # greater than 36 signals a private land claim. 



Land Office Districts
History in Louisiana & Research Tips
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Local Land Offices in Louisiana

+Treat local land offices as you would counties 
and parishes over time:

+ Formation dates
+ Jurisdiction line changes
+ Closure dates

+However, township formations and locations 
generally remained fixed relative to one of 
two meridians (Louisiana or St. Helena) and 
baseline (31st Parallel).

+Bottom line: more than one land office may 
have handled an ancestor’s land acquisition 
over time.
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E. Wade Hone, Land and Property 
Research in the United States (Salt Lake 
City: Ancestry Inc., 1997), 367-371.



+ Eastern  District–Board of 
Commissioners

+ Based in New Orleans

+ 1 Register appointed by President

+ 2 Appointees

+ Adjudicated title claims and made subsequent 
recommendations of confirmation to Congress

+ Lands east of Mississippi River and parishes 
that bordered them on its west bank

+ Western District–Board of 
Commissioners

+ Based at Opelousas

+ Same structure and mission as above

+ All remaining lands in the territory.
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1812-1838Act of 3 March 1805 as it 
applied to Orleans Territory

Harry Lewis Coles, Jr., History of the Administration of Federal Land 
Policies and Land Tenure in Louisiana, 1803–1860 (New York: Arno 
Press, 1979), 69-80.

1812



1838-1848 [Hone, 368]
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1812-1838 [Hone, 367]

Southwestern 
District (SWD)

District North of the 
Red River (NRR); 
[Ouachita Land Office 
is also referred to as 
Monroe Land Office]

Southeastern District East of 
Miss. River & Southeastern 
District West of Miss. River

Greensburg District

Northwestern 
District (NWD)

Annotations in red are used by the Office of State Lands today for Historical Records, but some specific records may carry the 
federal land office name.  Order NARA land records using the federal land office name. 

1838
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Changes in 1848 [Hone, 368-9]

1848
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Changes in 1866 [Hone, 369-70]

1866
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Changes in 1878—lasted until 1911 [Hone, 370-1]

1878



Tract Books
Keys to Getting Started
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Tract Books: Authoritative & Local 
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Authoritative: General Land Office; accessible via 
GLO website and FHL film

Local: Natchitoches Land Office, accessible via 
LA Office of State Lands website



U.S. Tract Books: Authoritative & Local 

+ Section 22: cancelled entries 
sometimes supply detail not found 
in GLO Tract Book

+ Section 23: 1 railroad company 
entry (1859) and 2 sets of comments

+ Isaac Alden entry, Lot 3, Sec 24, 
includes patent date

+ Section 24: 9 entries including
+ Abated entry for Joseph Burks

+ Cancelled homestead entry for 
Thomas Ton_.

+ Section 22: cancelled entries 
sometimes supply detail not found 
in Local Register’s Tract Book.

+ Section 23: 6 entries dated in 1960s; 
no railroad company entry.

+ Isaac Alden entry, Lot 3, Sec 24, does 
not include patent info

+ Section 24: 7 entries; no entries for 
Joseph Burks & Thomas Ton_.
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Authoritative: General Land OfficeLocal: Natchitoches Land Office

What is the main take-away from this slide??



Louisiana State Tract Books
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Land Entry Files
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Principle Types of Land Entry Files at NARA

+ Military Bounty Land Warrants

+ “General” Land Entry Files”
+ Cash

+ Actual Cash Purchases (once surveyed and opened to the public for sale)
+ Pre-emption Right Claims (aka preference claims) for squatters on unsurveyed 

lands who improved & cultivated their land and sought to bar other bidders once 
the land was opened for sale

+ ‘Commuted’ Homestead Claims for those who started the 7-year claim process 
but subsequently elected, after a minimum time period, to abort the process and 
pay the cash price for the land

+ Credit: installment payments spread over 4 yrs, terminated in 1820) 
+ Homesteads: 3- to 5-year minimum residence & improvement 

requirements, & 2 years to successfully prove the claim
+ Other: Timber, Mineral, Desert Land Sales; Donations

+ Private Land Claims
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Wildcard Searches on 
OSL’s Website
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Searching OSL Historical Records by Name
+ Document Type: initially, leave 

“Unspecified”

+ Original Owner: 
+ Asterisk symbol equals a variable 

number of chars., or no characters

+ Can use * before and/or after* a 
character string

+ Do not hit the “Enter” key—the 
search will begin as you type!!

+ Three factors affected indexers
+ Document legibility

+ Early American handwriting

+ Other transcription errors

+ Examples follow
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Searching OSL Historical Records by Name
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*coat* *walker* *jepe* (Jesse) *frier*



The Private Land Claim 
of Jeremiah Walker

Records of the National Archives & 
Records Administration (NARA) & 

the State of Louisiana’s Office of 
State Lands, Baton Rouge
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Private Land Claim: Jeremiah Walker

+ Barred from completing his 1817 private purchase due to

+ U. S.-Spanish (yes, Spanish) boundary disputes 

+ Competing Spanish headright claim

+ Delays obtaining final survey

+ Claim spans 51 years, 1802-1853.

+ Begins with another settler Thomas Smith’s Spanish headright claim in 1802, “erased” 
and then reapplied by Spanish authorities to another 1805 tract settled by Smith.

+ The Spanish headright claim was unknown to Walker when he first purchased the land 
privately for $1000 in 1817, then settled there and improved it.

+ Congress issued private act for relief to Walker in 1830, granting him up to 640 acres for 
lands in his possessed location that were vacant before 1830.

+ Final survey of Walker’s tract completed in 1853 (293 acres).
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Four Initial Search Results
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Recommendations: Always start with U.S. and 
State tract books and extract every detail.  Use the 
details to help search document types not 
included in the search results. 



LA OSL Doc. 538.09290: US TRACT BOOK VOLUME 01 PAGE NUMBER 
002 (GREENSBURG DISTRICT); lands to offered for public sale 20 May 
1859. 

1 4  A U G U S T  2 0 2 1 P H I L I P  A D D E R L E Y ,  A R K - L A - T E X  G E N E A L O G I C A L  A S S O C I A T I O N 3 7

T1S-R1E St. Helena 
Meridian, Sec. 100, 
confirmed to 
Jeremiah Walker by 
“(Special Act)” [of 
Congress], “May 29, 
1830,” US Statutes 
Vol 6: 439; for 293.86 
acres. 

Local Register’s U. S. Tract 
Book, likely a rewritten, 
cleaned-up (derivative) source



U. S. Statutes, Vol. 6: 439 [or “6 Stat. 439”]
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“An Act for the relief of Jeremiah Walker, of the state of Louisiana,” chap. 172; digital image, Library of Congress, A Century of Lawmaking for a New Nation: 
U.S. Congressional Documents and Debates, 1774–1875 (http://http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llsl&fileName=006/llsl006.db&recNum=540 : 
accessed 12 August 2021).

http://http/memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=llsl&fileName=006/llsl006.db&recNum=540


Petitions and Affidavits for Private Claim
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LA OSL Doc. 501.00029: GREENSBURG PAPERS ABSTRACT "A" VOL 1 # 5-320 VOL 29; grouping A-9, 
images 10-39, for petition of Jeremiah Walker of Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, to the United States Congress 
for equitable relief, [c. 1826]; and evidence for and against Walker.

!

p/o image 5 Alphabetical list arranged by 
surname 1st letter …

Note groupings of related 
documents by A-9 designation.

Find document groups by searching 
for the “A-#” annotated by OSL staff 
in top margin of documents.

These documents are displayed in 
32 images, numbered 10-41.



LA OSL Doc. 501.00029: GREENSBURG PAPERS ABSTRACT "A" VOL 1 # 
5-320 VOL 29; grouping A-9, images 10-39, for Petition of Jeremiah 
Walker of Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, to the United States Congress, for 
equitable relief; and evidence papers for and against Walker.

+ 25 persons in claim group A-9:
+ Jeremiah Walker {Petitioner}
+ Daniel Boatner

+ Adam & Nathaniel Barnes

+ Richard Barnett

+ William Cabeen

+ Mr. John Dickason, Jr.
+ Hugh Denhem [sic, Dunham] 

+ Hisekeen [sic, Hezekiah] Keller

+ James & Henry McNeely

+ Samuel Simpson

+ Phillip & Pierce Noland

+ Continued … 
+ William Newman

+ William Noland

+ Thomas Smith {Spanish Head-right 
recipient} and John Smith

+ William Silliman
+ Jonathan Taylor

+ Joshua Tillery

+ Mr. Asa White
+ Edmond West

+ Membrance Williams
+ Thomas White
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1830 
Neighbors

Other owners of 
tract before Walker



LA OSL Doc. 501.00029: GREENSBURG PAPERS ABSTRACT "A" VOL 1 # 
5-320 VOL 29; grouping A-9, images 10-12, for Petition of Jeremiah 
Walker of Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, to the United States Congress, for 
equitable relief [c. 1826].

+ The Register of the 
Land Office at St. 
Helena Courthouse 
certified that the 
“transfers” [of 
ownership] alluded 
to in the petition 
“are duly made & 
passed agreeably  
to the Laws of the 
State of Louisiana.”
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LA OSL Doc. 510.00024: CLAIM PAPERS GREENSBURG T.1S. R.1E. 1; “Small Book #1,” 
Certificate #332 and Order for Survey for up to 640 acres of land vacant in old 
Section 12 prior to the Act of Congress May 29th, 1830, entitled “An Act for the Relief of 
Jeremiah Walker of the State of Louisiana.”
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Certificate 
#332 
entitling 
selection of 
land on the 
“lost fork of 
Thompson’s 
Creek” and 
supplying 
the Chain of 
Title, 7 June 
1853

Order for 
Survey, 
7 June 
1853



LA OSL Doc. 510.00181: CLAIM PAPERS GREENSBURG T1S R1E, T1S R2E 2; “Large Book #2,” 
four survey plats for Jeremiah Walker dated 24 November 1853; images 114-119.
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Private Land Claim: 
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LA OSL Doc. 522.01152: OFFICIAL PLAT MAP: 1853 ORIGINAL PLAT OF T 01S, R 01E, GRE, Greensburg 
District, image 1.  

Sections 37-100



The Preemption Right 
Claim(s) of Squatter & 
Trader James Coates

Remembering Our Late Friend 
and Colleague Dale Jennings
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Pre-emption Right Claim: James Coates, Ouachita, 
Opelousas & Natchitoches Land Offices

+ NARA land entry file, James Coates, Certificate #802, Claim of Settlement & 
Improvements under Act of 19 June 1834, with patent not issued until 1848.

+ James Coates, petition & oath, Ouachita parish, 1 September 1834, claiming initial 
settlement in 1833 in NE4, Section 6,  T19N-R13W.

+ Witness affidavit & deposition, Reuben Wingate, 17 Sept. 1837.  [Unusual time gap]

+ Character affidavit for Coates by J. Cable, P. A. Morse, Henry M. Shreve, & B. B. 
Breazeale, 14 December 1837, noting Coates was a resident of Claiborne Parish.

+ Character affidavit for Wingate by Ph. Judge S. P. Jenkins, Caddo Ph., 22 February 
1838.

+ Final Certificate #802, James Coates, 23 May 1839, Natchitoches Land Office. 
James states he is of Claiborne Parish.

+ GLO Commissioner’s letters to Register & Receiver, suspending claim on 14 March 
1840 & noting on 18 September 1841 that claim was held for not specifically 
proving that cultivation occurred in 1833, as required by the act. [These letters are 
not in the land entry file but are referenced on the claim jacket in the file.]

+ Continued … 
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Continued: Pre-emption Right Claim, 
James Coates, Ouachita,  Opelousas & 
Natchitoches Land Offices

+ NARA land entry file, James Coates, 
Certificate #802, Claim of Settlement & 
Improvements under Act of 19 June 1834, 
with patent not issued until 1848.

+ James Coates, petition & oath, Ouachita 
Parish, 1 September 1834, claiming 
initial settlement in 1833 in NE4, 
Section 6,  T19N-R13W.

Continued … 
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Attempt #1



Continued:  Pre-emption Right Claim Example: James Coates,  
Ouachita, Opelousas & Natchitoches Land Offices

+ NARA land entry file, James Coates, Certificate #802, Claim of Settlement & 
Improvements under Act of 19 June 1834 

+ Letter, Martin Coates to GLO Commissioner, 19 December 1842, noting that witness who 
could have proved that Coates did cultivate in 1833-Reuben Wingate-had died.

+ Two new witnesses’ proof affidavits, Benjamin Lay and Thomas Lay, 19 December 1842.

+ Proof affidavit & oath of Martin Coates, 26 December 1842, stating that James Coates 
had died on 21 March 1842.  Affidavit also stated James’ actions relative to the claim and 
that he had  continued to reside on it until his death. 

+ Patent issued 7 May 1848 [The patent, nor a copy of it, are not found in the land entry file but 
details of its issue appear on the reverse side of the 1839 Receiver's Receipt].

+ What can holdings of the Louisiana Office of State Lands add? 
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LA OSL Doc. 538.11610: US TRACT BOOK VOLUME 63 PAGE NUMBER 110 (NATCHITOCHES
DISTRICT); two preemption claims for James Coates per Preemption Acts of 1834 and 1838 
in T19N-R13W.
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“Pre 1838”     : Preemption Act of 1838
“Preempt 34” : Preemption Act of 1834

LA OSL Search Results for James Coat/Coates: this Local U. S. Tract Book finding is the 
only document that surfaced relative to his claims on public land in the 1830s. 

Coates

Coats

Certificate 881

Certificate 802



LA OSL Doc. 512.00243: COMMISSIONER'S LETTERS/ NATCHITOCHES LAND DIST. 
AUG 29, 1830 - NOV 17, 1841); images 270-272; Jas. Whitcomb (GLO Commissioner) to 
Register & Receiver, Natchitoches Land Office,  letter, 14 March 1840, three pages 
unpaginated, suspends James Coates’ preemption right claim.
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p/o 2nd

page, 
image 
271 “… unless it can 

be shown that Mr. 
Coates, either 
actually cultivated
or prepared the 
lands in 1833, for 
a crop in 1834, his 
entry will have to 
be vacated ...” 
[emphasis added]



LA OSL Doc. 512.00243: 
COMMISSIONER'S LETTERS/ 
NATCHITOCHES LAND DIST. 
AUG 29, 1830 - NOV 17, 1841); 
image 430; E. M. Huntington 
(GLO Commissioner) to 
Register & Receiver, 
Natchitoches Land Office,  
letter, 18 September 1841, one 
page, demanding immediate 
attention to suspended 
preemption right claims 
identified in fourteen previous 
letters.
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LA OSL Doc. 527.00088: PRE-EMPTION DECLARATIONS NWD ACT JUNE 19, 1834 NO 
NUMBERS - ALSO- NOS 62-1565); images 55-56; James Coates to the Register & 
Receiver, Opelousas Land Office, letter and oath, both dated 13 November 1835.

+Coates claims that he cultivated his preemption claim in 1833
and 1834, 160 superficial acres situated on the west bank of the 
Red River “about 80 miles by land above the Town of 
Natchitoches, bounded on all sides by vacant lands” and that he 
was in possession thereof on 19 June 1834.

+Cites his age as 45 or 50, married with children, and that he had a 
“dwelling house, kitchen, corn crib, meat house, and negro cabin 
and made small crop of corn, potatoes, vegetable etc.” 
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This and the next two documents probably were addressed to the Opelousas Land Office, and they were not 
in the federal GLO’s land entry file.  It is possible that these items had not been transferred to the 
Natchitoches Land Office when it opened in 1838.  Had they been, would the GLO Commissioner not have 
suspended the Coates’ preemption claim in March 1840? 

Attempt #2

NB: I had Coates’ preemption deposition from NARA in hand, but I made an early mistake of not researching …



LA OSL Doc. 527.00088: PRE-EMPTION DECLARATIONS NWD ACT JUNE 19, 1834 NO 
NUMBERS - ALSO- NOS 62-1565); images 56-57; John Armstrong, deposition, 13 
November 1835.

+ Coates was a “long known” neighbor of Armstrong’s

+ Armstrong reaffirmed Coates’ claim that he cultivated his tract in 
1833 and 1834 
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James Coates and John 
Armstrong, signatures, 13 
November 1835, before 
Natchitoches Justice of 
Peace J. Holmes

1st Attempt : 1 September 1834
2nd Attempt : 13 November 1835



LA OSL Doc. 527.00088: PRE-EMPTION DECLARATIONS NWD ACT JUNE 19, 1834 NO 
NUMBERS - ALSO- NOS 62-1565); image 59; Sewell Green Rees [sic], deposition, 
Natchitoches Parish, 26 November 1835.

+ Rees “of the Parish of Claiborne” is “thirty three years of age”

+ Neighbor of James Coates “for more than seven years.”  

+ “Coates occupied and cultivated a portion of the public lands at a place 
called Coates’ Bluff about eighty or ninety miles by land above & north 
west from the Town of Natchitoches – that the said Coates cultivated in 
1833 about two or three acres of said land in corn and vegetables and in 
1834 said Coates occupied and cultivated a portion of the same land in 
potatoes and vegetables for the use of his family residing on said land … 
That said Coates has a wife and five or six children and several slaves and 
has  a stock of cattle and has made his living chiefly by trading.”
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LA OSL Doc. 526.03112: U.S. CHECK PLAT MAP FOR DISTRICT NORTHWESTERN T19N 
R13W), Office of Surveyor General, New Orleans, 1874; location of James Coates’ 
preemption claim holdings per Certificates 802 (NE4 Section 6) and 881 (NW4 Section 5).
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Coates’ Bluff? The site of Coates’ 
trading post?

Certificate 881Certificate 802



Conclusions
+Many settlers made homes in present-day Louisiana before and 

after it became a Territory and then a State. 

+While some records were created before, at, or soon after a first 
settlement, many others were triggered years or decades later, & 
many were affected by federal & state land policies and laws.

+Research of your earliest ancestors in Orleans Territory and 
State of Louisiana should not be considered reasonably 
exhaustive without consulting the historical documents housed 
in Louisiana’s Office of State Lands. 
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