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Charles L. Wood 
1937-1981 

Charles L. Wood was a son of the Great 
Plains and its agricultural heritage. Born 
into a fann family in Hemingsford, Ne
braska, Chuck Wood was educated at St. 
Benedict's College in Atchinson, Kansas, 
and at the University of Kansas, where he 
earned his M.A. and Ph.D. degrees in 
American history under the tutelage of 
Professors George L. Anderson and John 
G. Clark. Between 1963 and 1970 and 
again from 1974 to 1976, he served on the 
faculty of Hayden High School in Topeka. 
Chuck joined the history faculty at Texas 
Tech University in 1976, where he taught 
agricultural history until his sudden death 
at the age of 44 in 1981 . Although his 
stay with us was brief, Chuck communi
cated his deep affection for the land and 
people of the Plains and energetically pur
sued his research on cattle ranching in the 
West. His articles on the range and cattle 
industry appeared in the Kansas Historical 
Quarterly and the Journal of the West, 
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and in 1980 his monograph The Kansas 
Beef Industry was published by the 
Regents Press of Kansas. An Associate of 
the International Center for Arid and 
Semiarid Land Studies at Texas Tech, 
Chuck Wood had begun to research the 
ranching industry in West Texas at the 
time of his death. Chuck's enthusiasm for 
his subject, his dedication to good teach
ing and careful scholarship, and his kind 
and gentle manner touched students and 
colleagues alike. Both agricultural history 
and Texas Tech are richer for the work of 
Charles L. Wood. 

Joseph E. King 
Department of History 
Texas Tech University 



Introduction 

Professor R. Douglas Hurt of Iowa State 
University delivered the sixth annual 
Charles L. Wood Memorial Lecture in 
Agricultural History on February 16, 
1990. 

A native son of the Great Plains, 
Professor Hurt was born and educated in 
Kansas. He received his B.A. and M.A. 
degrees from Fort Hays State University 
and his Ph.D. from Kansas State Univer
sity in 1975. He was a Smithsonian 
Postdoctoral Fellow in the History of 
Science and Technology and a visiting 
assistant professor in the Department of 
History at Texas Tech University. From 
1978 to 1986, he was the curator of the 
Ohio Historical Society and from 1981 to 
1986, an adjunct associate professor of 
history at Ohio State University. From 
1986 to 1989, he was the associate 
director of the State Historical Society of 
Missouri and an adjunct professor of 
history at the University of Missouri at 
Columbia. In 1989 he became associate 
professor and acting director of the 
Graduate Program in Agricultural History 
and Rural Studies and the director of the 
Center for Agricultural History and Rural 
Studies at Iowa State University. 

Professor Hurt has to his credit five 
books: The Dust Bowl: An Agricultural 
and Social History; Indian Agriculture in 
America: Prehistory to the Present; 
American Fann Tools: From Hand 
Power to Steam Power; The Department 
of Agriculture; and Thomas Hart Benton: 
Artist, Writer and Intellectual (edited 
with Mary K. Dains). He has also written 
numerous learned articles and book 
reviews. 

In this lecture on "Land Policy in 
Little Dixie," Professor Hurt describes 
the unique situation in a rural region of 
central Missouri. Here settlers exploited 
and endured the overlapping and conflict-
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ing land claims based alternately on the 
pre-Louisiana Purchase (Spanish) land 
grants and on the evolving land law of the 
United States. In his typical fashion, 
Professor Hurt demonstrates depth of 
research and analysis, and he tells his 
story with clarity and grace. 

The following served as members of 
the 1989-90 Wood Lecture Committee: 
Paul H. Carlson, history, (chairman); 
Marvin J. Cepica, agricultural sciences; 
Joseph E. King, history and Center for 
Historic Preservation and Technology; 
Sharon L. Kohout, Southwest Collection; 
David J. Murrah, Southwest Collection 
and University Library; Idris R. Traylor, 
Jr., history and the International Center 
for Arid and Semiarid Land Studies 
(!CASALS). 

Sponsors of the 1990 lecture were 
Texas Tech University's College of 
Agricultural Sciences, College of Arts and 
Sciences, Department of History, 
ICASALS, and the Southwest Collection. 

The Rare Books Room of the Univer
sity Library provided an appropriate and 
pleasant setting for the lecture. 

Jacquelin Collins 
Department of History 
Texas Tech University 



Land Policy in Little Dixie, 1800-1820 

R. DOUGLAS HURT 

The westward movement brings to mind 
hearty frontiersmen who resolutely 
claimed wilderness land by squatting on 
public domain or yeoman farmers who 
purchased surveyed lands from the federal 
government. It also brings to mind 
speculators who capitalized on federal 
land policy, such as the Land Act of 1804, 
that favored the wealthy class. Reality, of 
course, is never that simple. Certainly, 
the acquisition of land in central Missouri 
was a difficult and complicated process. 
In fact, between the War of 1812 and the 
early 1820s, farmers in central Missouri 
had more difficulty acquiring clear title to 
land than anywhere in the nation. 

Indeed, the settlers in this area, 
known as Little Dixie, confronted a host 
of problems that never troubled frontiers
men in other regions. These problems 
involved the quagmire of Spanish land 
grants, the fraud of New Madrid claims, 
obstructive federal land agents who were 
tangled in an administrative nightmare, 
the ambiguities of the Missouri Preemp
tion Act of 1814, and the Panic of 1819. 
These difficulties did not prevent the 
settlement of Little Dixie, but until they 
were resolved the survey of the public 
domain lagged. And, many settlers could 
not gain clear title to land, either from the 
federal government or land speculators, 
all of which caused considerable hostility 
and anxiety on the frontier. 

The first difficulty that many settlers 
in Missouri and Little Dixie encountered 
had its roots in Spanish ownership of a 
great portion of the trans-Mississippi 
West. Spain began granting lands to 
American settlers in present day Missouri 
soon after receivfug title to Upper and 
Lower Louisiana in the Treaty of Paris in 
1763. Spanish officials hoped that by 

giving large tracts of land to American 
settlers they could block British expansion 
into the trans-Mississippi West from 
Canada. Those floating or general land 
grants were limited to 800 arpents. In 
order to receive full title to those lands, 
however, a settler had to meet certain 
requirements, such as clearing a specific 
acreage for cultivation. Prior to 1799, the 
Spanish commandant at New Madrid 
could make those land grants. After that 
date the lieutenant governor in St. Louis 
made the concessions. But, land grants or 
concessions from these officials did not 
include full title. In order to acquire a 
complete title to certain lands, an individ
ual had to receive the approval of the 
Spanish governor general or, after 1798, 
approval from the intendant in New 
Orleans. When the governor general 
approved the concessions, title became 
complete and the concession became a 
land grant.1 

Few settlers, however, pursued 
complete title to their concessions because 
they could not afford the time or the 
money for legal expenses. Moreover, 
Spanish officials regarded incomplete title 
as sufficient for legally holding, selling, 
or bequeathing land. This policy met the 
needs of many individuals who received 
land concessions, because they intended 
to hold those grants for speculative 
purposes and to sell them when the price 
reached profitable levels. In addition, 
Spanish law did not require immediate 
survey to gain complete title. Conse
quently, many lands were not surveyed for 
decades after the date of concession. In 
the meantime, those individuals who 
received a Spanish grant frequently sold 
their concession, lost it in bad business 
ventures, or bequeathed it.2 



This policy did not cause difficulty 
until Spain ceded Louisiana to France 
after which France offered it to the United 
States. Indeed, the early nineteenth
century land problems in Little Dixie date 
to October 1, 1800, when Spain ceded the 
Louisiana Territory to France in the 
Treaty of San Ildefonso. When the 
American public learned about the 
acquisition of the Louisiana Territory, 
many speculators and potential settlers 
pressured the lame-duck Spanish lieuten
ant governors, Zenon Trudeau and Carlos 
DeLassus, in St. Louis for large land 
grants. These speculators and settlers as
sumed the federal government would 
recognize their titles to the Spanish grants 
when it gained control of the area. Many 
individuals who received those grants, 
however, did not complete the required 
procedures to gain clear title. Some 
obtained their land grants through fraud, 
while others did not locate or survey their 
lands. To make matters more compli
cated, many Spanish land grants over
lapped. Until the federal government 
determined the rightful owners and until 
the Spanish land grants were properly 
located, neither speculators nor settlers in 
Little Dixie could be absolutely certain 
who held clear title to the lands that they 
wanted to sell or purchase. This fiasco 
became a nightmare for the federal gov
ernment, and it struggled well into the 
nineteenth century to resolve the land 
problems which originated at that time. 3 

In March 1804, Congress indicated 
that it would resolve the quagmire of 
Spanish land grants by declaring null and 
void all grants made after October 1, 
1800. This act, however, exempted actual 
settlers who claimed their lands prior to 
December 20, 1803, the day that the 
United States took possession of the 
Lower Louisiana Territory. In 1805 
Congress also authorized the president to 
appoint a recorder of land titles, who with 
two other individuals would constitute a 

2 

board of land commissioners for the 
Territory of Louisiana. Congress charged 
the board with the responsibility of 
resolving conflicting or incomplete 
Spanish land grants, and it instructed the 
surveyor general of the United States to 
conduct the necessary surveying.4 

In May 1805, President Jefferson ap
pointed the three-man board of land com
missioners to determine the authenticity 
of the Spanish land grants. When the 
board first met on December 1, 180 5, in 
St. Louis, the commissioners approved the 
individual claims that came before them 
with a "liberal hand." Those who sought 
clear title merely appeared before the 
board, presented their claims, and offered 
as much documentary evidence as 
possible, such as their papers of Spanish 
concession or evidence that they actually 
had settled the land or cultivated it. In 
time, the board decided each case, usually 
in favor of the claimant. All of this ma
neuvering and haggling took time, and the 
board did not issue certificates of confir
mation until early December 1808-three 
years after it began deliberation. And, the 
board did not complete its work until 
January 24, 1812.5 

During that time many claimants 
gained support for their positions by 
selling tracts of land before the commis
sioners resolved their cases. When they 
sold their disputed lands, they gave 
special warrants or guarantees against 
themselves that their title was valid. By 
so doing, they assumed the settlers and 
speculators who bought land from them 
would support the ligitimicy of their 
claims. Apparantly, they hoped to make 
the case of their disputed land titles so 
complicated that the board would decide 
in their favor to settle the matter as 
quickly as possible.6 

Still, the matter of Spanish land 
grants, which so affected the settlers in 
Little Dixie, was far from resolution. 
Although the board of land commissioners 



approved 1,340 claims, it eventually 
rejected more than 2,000. These rejec
tions involved concessions that were not 
registered or otherwise authenticated, or 
concessions granted by an unauthorized 
Spanish official. The board rejected some 
applicants because they claimed a greater 
quantity of land than Spanish law allowed, 
because they had not met the conditions 
of settlement, or because Spain no longer 
controlled the territory at the time that the 
lands were surveyed. Although these 
reasons were sensible for the rejection of 
many claims, those "lynx-eyed specula
tors" who lost their cases before the board 
were not prepared to give up their fight. 
They had too much at stake-great wealth 
from the sale of Missouri lands. Soon the 
rejected speculators bombarded Congress 
with petitions to recognize their claims, 
charging that they had been falsely 
represented as "greedy speculators" and 
that "commissioners anned with an iron 
rod" had been sent among them. To 
resolve the problem, that is, to gain ap
proval of their grants, these petitioners 
asked Congress to authorize a new board 
of land commissioners or to appoint an 
official, who they hoped would be more 
lenient, to evaluate the legitimacy of their 
claims.7 

Congress responded quickly and 
favorably. In 1812, coinciding with thf. 
creation of the Missouri Territory, Con
gress became increasingly liberal in rela
tion to the settlement of land claims in the 
new territory. In June, Congress con
firmed all claims that had not been 
approved because an individual could not 
prove that Spanish officials had granted 
him permission to settle, or because he 
had not tilled that land by December 20, 
1803. Congress, once again, authorized 
the confirmation of claims up to 800 
arpents of land, ap.d it extended the time 
for filing claims to December l, 1813. 8 

A host of claimants rapidly came 
forward, and Frederick Bates, the recorder 
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of land titles in St. Louis, worked on these 
claims for more than three years. On 
April 12, 1814, Congress made the confir
mation of lands on behalf of speculators 
still easier when it authorized the approval 
of all Spanish concessions made as late as 
March 10, 1804, the date of American 
possession of Upper Louisiana. Congress 
also authorized those grants that had not 
been approved simply because no one 
lived on the land prior to December 20, 
1803. Only the grants that already had 
been declared fraudulent did not apply to 
this ruling.9 

Essentially, then, Congress abdicated 
its legal responsibility to resolve the 
problems of the Spanish land grants 
because fraudulent claims easily could be 
confirmed. Most important, however, the 
slow resolution of the Spanish land grants 
prevented the federal government from 
quickly proceeding with the survey and 
sale of the public domain. Yet, when the 
public domain in Little Dixie opened for 
sale, those who had purchased land from 
speculators who held Spanish land grants 
sometimes complained that other settlers 
illegally had encroached on their land, 
believing it to be part of the public 
domain. Consequently, the courts were 
busy for many years with litigation over 
which lands were Spanish grants and 
which were part of the public domain.1° 

Despite the uncertainty and risk 
involved with speculation in Spanish land 
grants, many investors also capitalized on 
other lands, particularly the New Madrid 
claims, which became the second major 
impediment to the quick survey and sale 
of the public domain. This problem can 
be traced to major earthquakes in 1811 
and 1812. Indeed, on December 16, 1811, 
and on January 23 and February 7, 181 2, 
strong earthquakes shook the bootheel of 
southeastern Missouri. When the tremors 
and aftershocks ceased, much of the land 
had been ruined for agricultural purposes. 
A portion of New Madrid had fallen into 



the Mississippi River, and the town of 
Little Prairie, now Caruthersville, was 
destroyed. Congress responded to this 
natural disaster by granting aid to the 
earthquake victims in the form of land 
grants.11 

Congress did not provide immediate 
relief, but on February 17, 1815, it 
authorized the recorder of land titles for 
the Territory of Missouri to receive 
evidence from land owners whose 
property had suffered irreparable damage 
from the earthquakes. If the recorder 
determined a landowner's loss to be 
significant, he could issue a certificate 
which authorized the owner to claim land 
from Missouri's public domain. Individu
als who held fewer than 160 acres could 
receive certificates to claim a quarter 
section of the public domain in Missouri. 
Landowners who had lost more than 160 
acres could claim a section of land. If 
their losses were greater than a section, 
however, landowners were limited to 640 
acres for replacement. In order to receive 
that certificate, however, the owner had to 
relinquish his damaged lands to the 
federal government.12 

Speculators quickly abused this 
congressional act, because landowners 
who had legitimate claims found the 
acquisition of new land titles too time 
consuming and expensive. After an indi
vidual received his land certificate for 
public domain, he had to apply to the 
government land office in St. Louis to get 
his tract surveyed. The government 
surveyor then had to conduct this work 
and prepare a plat or map of the location, 
which he then gave to the recorder of 
public lands. Next, the recorder filed a 
report with the commissioner of the 
General Land Office who issued a certifi
cate authorizing the claimant to receive a 
patent for his new lands. In addition to a 
prospective settler's time and effort, he 
had to pay the current surveying rate as 
well as a $2 fee to the recorder for the 
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certificate. Additional problems occurred 
because Congress did not make the New 
Madrid claims inalienable. Because these 
grants could be sold or traded, speculators 
soon acquired the rights to much of the 
damaged lands and obtained certificates 
for new lands. Some individuals, who did 
not have the means or who did not want to 
take the trouble to locate, survey, and 
acquire title to their replacement acreage 
also sold their New Madrid claims many 
times to speculators. This fraudulent 
practice also caused years of litigation. 
And, the recorder of land titles in St. 
Louis became so swamped with these 
claims that, in early 1817, he complained 
that the 234 cases for removal already 
submitted took up a "great portion" of his 
time.13 

Speculators in New Madrid claims 
also tried to locate their lands without 
regard to the rectangular survey system. 
Edward Hempstead, principal deputy 
surveyor at the St. Louis land office, com
plained to Josiah Meigs, commissioner of 
the General Land Office, that the "claim
ants consider themselves authorized to 
locate their claims in any Shape, or form, 
in several places by virture of one claim. 
. .. " To make matters worse, "many 
pretend that a claim of Six Hundred and 
forty acres of land, can be divided, 
subdivided and located on several tracts of 
land, unconnected with each other, and 
that the claimant has a right to direct the 
manner and form of his survey either in a 
square, or in any other shape he pleases." 
By so doing, the speculators threatened, as 
William Wirt, attorney general, com
plained to William H. Crawford, secretary 
of the treasury, to wreak havoc on that 
"admirable system of location by 
squares," which Congress had "studiously 
adopted" to all territories. 14 

An additional problem with the New 
Madrid claims involved the matter of 
equity for the squatters who claimed 
public domain in Little Dixie. In Febru-



ary 1815, for example, Samuel Hammond, 
a receiver at the land office in St. Louis, 
complained to Meigs in the General Land 
Office that speculators were acquiring the 
New Madrid certificates and using them 
to claim lands that squatters already had 
improved rather than to select virgin lands 
in the public domain. Many squatters 
were awaiting survey of their lands so 
they rightfully could purchase their 
improved acres. These squatters naturally 
resented any attempt of speculators, other 
than themselves, to claim lands which 
they believed belonged to them. To help 
resolve this problem, Congress terminated 
the exchange of New Madrid certificates 
for public domain after January 1, 1819. 
By that time, however, the New Madrid 
claims had become synonymous with 
fraud.15 

A third hindrance to the easy acquisi
tion of land title involved incompetent 
and obstructive federal land agents who 
administered bureaucratic land law. 
Many immigrants who poured into Little 
Dixie after the War of 1812 were not 
speculators ~ho held Spanish land grants 
or New Madrid claims. Instead, they 
merely were farmers in search of land to 
cultivate. To help meet the needs of these 
settlers, if not cool their "Missouri fever," 
the General Land Office appointed 
Thomas Adams Smith, receiver, as early 
as July 1818, to sell the public domain in 
Little Dixie from the land office in St. 
Louis. By October 25, Smith had estab
lished a land office in Franklin at which 
he received more than $57 ,000 from the 
sale of the public domain during Novem
ber. Residents in Little Dixie, however, 
resented the appointment of Charles 
Carroll as the land register to the office in 
Franklin. Carroll did not serve at his post 
with much frequency and instead dele
gated the work to his son, Henry Carroll, 
who served as a deputy or acting register 
in his father's absence. The settlers in this 
area, known as the Howard Land District, 
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considered Henry Carroll to be a "totalled 
incompetent to discharge the duties of the 
office" and a profiteer because he pur
chased land for himself in violation of 
both ethical practices and the law. In 
September 1819, more than 300 residents 
filed complaints against Henry Carroll. 
Local animosity over the manner in which 
the Carrolls handled the public land sales 
may have contributed to the shooting 
death of Henry soon thereafter.16 

Part of the animosity against Henry 
Carroll for acquiring large amounts of 
land cheaply may have resulted from the 
relatively high prices that most settlers 
had to pay for their land. Although the 
Land Act of 1804 required a minimum 
purchase of 160 acres at $2 per acre, 
many farmers could not afford this large 
investment, particularly when a beginning 
farmer might need five years to make a 
profit. Consequently, those settlers who 
had some money often preferred to 
purchase smaller tracts from speculators 
at a relatively higher price per acre in 
order to keep their initial costs manage
able. As a result, by mid-April 1819, land 
averaged the "moderate price" of $4 per 
acre. Most of the early settlers bought 
"first quality" lands along the Missouri 
River at prices ranging from $3.50 to $6 
per acre, and they looked forward to 
recovering their costs as quickly as 
possible by raising wheat, tobacco, cattle, 
and hogs. Few settlers, however, were 
able to meet their obligations. Falling 
agricultural prices on the domestic and 
foreign markets and an ill-conceived 
banking policy that contracted the 
currency supply helped cause the Pan~c of 
1819. Congress attempted to provide 
some relief by eliminating credit for the 
purchase of public lands while aiding the 
legitimate settler who wanted to begin 
farming with the Land Act of 1820. 
During the next forty years, most of the 
public domain in Missouri would be sold 
under this legislation. 17 



The Land Act of 1820 required 
settlers to purchase the public domain 
with cash after July 1, 1820. It also pro
vided for the sale of 80-acre tracts at the 
minimum price of $1.25 per acre. This 
act did not immediately help current 
debtors, and it did not aid prospective 
settlers who hoped to acquire a portion of 
the public domain. Most farmers in Little 
Dixie still could not afford to pay $100 for 
80 acres of public domain, particularly 
since $100 of depreciated currency often 
was required to repay a debt contracted 
for $85. Nevertheless, settlers considered 
the Land Act of 1820 to be "highly 
important," and they looked forward to 
the day when the economy improved 
sufficiently to enable them to acquire land 
under its terms.18 

Settlers in Little Dixie received one 
immediate benefit, however, from the 
Land Act of 1820-the suspension of 
forfeitures ootil March 21, 1821. This 
grace period enabled many farmers to 
save their land, but it also stimulated 
demands for even greater leniency on the 
part of the federal government concerning 
the sale of the public domain. Congress 
responded to these demands and to the 
economic crisis in the West by approving 
the Relief Act of 1821 in early March. 
This legislation enabled a debtor to forfeit 
part of his land to complete payment on 
the remainder. It also extended credit to 
debtors for as long as eight years, depend
ing upon the amount of money the debtor 
already had paid to the federal govem
ment.19 

Although debtors in Little Dixie 
hailed the Relief Act of 1821 as a 
blessing, it created nearly insurmountable 
problems for Thomas A. Smith, receiver 
at the Franklin land office. The act 
required debtors who wanted relief to file 
written applications for the relinquishment 
of a portion of their lands as well as to 
make requests for additional credit prior 
to September 30, 1821. These require-
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ments meant that the law was effective for 
only seven months and that Smith and his 
limited staff would have more work than 
they could handle. To make matters 
worse, the land office at Fanklin did not 
have the appropriate forms until August 2, 
and the instructions for the preparation of 
those papers did not arrive ootil two 
weeks later. 20 

In the end, the Relief Act of 1821 
proved to be an administrative nightmare. 
At best, it was a "combination of states
manship and political expediency," with 
the emphasis on the latter because it was 
designed to reduce rapidly the public debt 
that had been incurred from the sale of the 
public domain prior to the Panic of 1819. 
Still, the Relief Act of 1821 helped 
debtors in Little Dixie by giving them 
more time to pay their debts for land. 
Many debtors, however, refused to file for 
relinquishment to help meet their land 
debts. Instead, they retained their lands 
and hoped that the federal government 
would become even more lenient in the 
immediate future, which, in fact, Con
gress did by passing supplementary relief 
acts until 1833. Certainly, the Relief Act 
of 1821 benefited landholders in Little 
Dixie because it enabled them to retain 
lands that they had purchased during flush 
times between 1815 and 1820, and it kept 
farmers on the land until better times 
returned. 21 

The fourth problem that hindered the 
acquisition of land involved the Missouri 
Preemption Act of 1814 and the illegal 
settlement of the public domain. Indeed, 
while some farmers and speculators 
haggled over matters of Spanish land 
grants and New Madrid claims, dealt with 
incompetent officials, or tried to save as 
much of their acreage as possible, others 
took a more direct approach to the acqui
sition of land in Little Dixie. They simply 
"sat down," that is, squatted on public 
domain until the government surveyed the 
land and offered it for sale. Indeed, 



settlers who did not have sufficient funds 
to purchase lands in the public domain or 
lands from speculators frequently settled 
illegally on public domain. They hoped 
to gain the first right to purchase at a later 
date those lands that they had improved 
by clearing and planting. Or, ifluck ran 
against them, they would move on at the 
proper tim~ly when slapped with a 
law. suit. In 1815, Daniel Ashby was a 
typical squatter in Little Dixie. He 
reflected: "I drove three hundred and 
seventy-five head of stock hogs, and 
squatted in the west part of the settlement 
of Howard County. There, I lived as 
happy as Lord Selkirk on his island. I was 
monarch of all I surveyed. My rights
there were none to dispute."22 

Ashby had more rights than he 
realized. On April 12, 1814, President 
Madison signed the Missouri Preemption 
Act that permitted squatters to claim 160 
acres of the public domain with the 
guarantee that they would have the first 
right to purchase their lands at the mini
mum price of $2 per acre upon survey. 
This generous policy enabled farmers to 
claim land on the edge of the frontier, 
plant crops, improve their property, and 
earn a profit before their portion of the 
public domain had been surveyed and 
offered for sale. To a large extent, this 
and other preemption acts merely recog
nized the inevitable-farmers without 
money would settle on the public domain 
and remain there until the government 
drove them off. Instead of incurring that 
expense, preemption enabled the federal 
government to receive the money due for 
the public domain once its surveyors 
caught up with the cutting edge, that is, 
the settlement, of white civilization. By 
mid-June 1817, the settlers in Little Dixie 
generally held their claims by right of 
preemption, and ~ey anxiously awaited 
the survey and sale of the public domain 
in order to purchase their lands and to 
make better improvements.23 
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As soon as the squatters in Little Dixie 
learned about the Missouri Preemption Act, 
many flooded the land office in St. Louis 
for preemption claim applications. Travel 
to St. Louis, however, was too inconven
ient for most squatters, and Land Commis
sioner Meigs authorized the register at the 
St. Louis land office to spend several days 
in Little Dixie to handle as many preemp
tion claims as possible. When another land 
office opened in Franklin during the 
autumn of 1818, Thomas Adams Smith, the 
receiver, reported that he received "numer
ous" claims for preemption which he began 
to process on May IO, 1819. By 1821 he 
complained that the work of adjudicating 
preemption claims was a time consuming 
and "unpleasant duty. "24 

Part of the problem in determining the 
legitimacy of the preemption claims 
stemmed from the interpretation of the law 
by Meigs, Smith, and Carroll. They 
contended that it applied only to individu
als who bad claimed public domain prior to 
the Illinois Preemption Act of February 5, 
1813, upon which the Missouri Preemption 
Act of April 12, 1814, was based. Most 
squatters in the region had come after the 
War of 1812 and after Indian title had been 
extinguished by treaty on September 13, 
1815. Consequently, Charles Carroll, the 
register at the Franklin land office, refused 
to grant the right of preemption to those 
who squatted in Little Dixie before that 
date because the region had been Indian 
Territory when Congress passed the 
preemption law. Secretary of the Treasury 
Crawford agreed. Naturally, the squatters 
in Little Dixie resented exclusion from the 
law.25 

Indeed, the squatters in Little Dixie did 
not accept the rulings of Carroll or 
Crawford quietly. Until federal land policy 
changed they had no intention of giving up 
their lands. The territorial legislature gave 
its barbed support to the squatters in central 
Missouri by offering a memorial which 
asked them not to be "frustrated by the 



ignorance or neglect of Territorial 
Authorities, nor the illegal, arbitrary, and 
officious intenneddling of Speculative 
land jobbing Executive officers." If this 
federal policy continued, however, the 
members of the legislature could "foresee 
nothing but the ruin of innocent and 
deluded individuals, the fruits of whose 
industry [would] be prey of Speculators." 
Finally, in 1819, John Scott, Missouri's 
territorial representative, asked Congress 
to extend the right of preemption to Little 
Dixie and Congress complied with his 
wish on March 3. Crawford then changed 
his position to support the extension of 
preemption. 26 

Once Congress extended preemption 
to Little Dixie, however, the land problem 
became even worse because no one 
seemed capable of distinguishing public 
from private lands, and often squatters had 
settled on both. As early as March 1816 
the Missouri Gazette had recognized this 
difficulty when it reported that the task of 
sorting out confirmed and unconfirmed 
preemption claims "would take Endor's 
witch to designate what is or what is not 
public lands."27 

Henry Carroll, at the Franklin land 
office, also was uncertain about the 
provisions of the preemption law that 
required squatters to inhabit and cultivate 
their claimed lands. Did this restriction 
mean orderly plowing, planting, and 
cultivating, or could crops be planted on 
uncleared lands in order to enable the 
squatter to gain possession? Did mere 
vegetable gardens qualify? Must settlers 
actually build houses, or could they claim 
habitation by camping on those lands? 
Could someone who held a New Madrid 
claim force a squatter from a disputed 
tract? What should he do if a squatter 
claimed improved land that had been 
reserved to support the schools? Despite 
these unanswered questions, however, the 
surveyors continued their work. By the 
autumn of 1818, the public domain in 
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Little Dixie was ready for sale, just in 
time for the flood of immigrants into 
central Missouri and just in time for the 
Panic of 1819 to dry up the credit sup
ply.2s 

When the speculative bubble burst 
with the Panic of 1819, the rosy future 
that so many settlers in Little Dixie had 
foreseen soon began to fade. Indeed, the 
Panic of 1819 became the last major 
hurdle to the acquisition of land in Little 
Dixie, and it nearly halted the sale of 
public domain or the completion of 
payment on land that had been purchased 
on installments. Certainly, few people 
could purchase land during these years of 
economic hard times. Many settlers could 
neither buy land nor remain on the 
property they had acquired. Low agricul
tural prices and land that did not return 
the expected profits from speculation 
prevented settlers and investors alike from 
meeting their obligations. Although 
speculators probably had a basic under
standing of the risks involved with the 
purchase of western lands, bonafide set
tlers, that is, farmers, had seen only the 
promise of a better life that the ownership 
of land provided. When the economic 
collapse came, their dreams died, and they 
had little reason and few means to stay. 
One observer wrote wrote: "Many of 
them packed up their moveables; col
lected their cattle; left their farms unsold; 
and returned to the countries, whence they 
had emigrated." Eventually, Little Dixie 
recovered economically, and new settlers 
spread through the region, but that took 
time, and it depended upon the sweat of 
the farmer 's brow and the development of 
commercial markets. 29 

By the autumn of 1823, however, 
travelers again hailed Little Dixie as the 
near equivalent of the Garden of Eden. 
One contemporary reported: "The sum
mers here are mild, prolific and healthy; 
the winters short, keen and invigorating. 
... The soil of this country can only be 



objected to on account of its great 
fertility, which is calculated, perhaps to 
encourage idleness-for a very inconsid
erable part of the time usually devoted to 
tilling the earth will always insure a 
competence." By the mid-1820s, moder
ate economic recovery also stimulated 
renewed migration to Little Dixie. 30 

No other region in the United States, 
then, had more impediments to gaining 
clear title to land than Little Dixie. The 
problems of Spanish land grants and New 
Madrid claims, incompetent and bureau
cratic officials, the uncertainties of the 
Missouri Preemption Act, and the Panic of 
1819 prevented many settlers from easily 
and quickly owning their own land. 
Speculators and lawyers, of course, 
profited from these problems and made 
great profits. No one, however, antici
pated the obstinance, persistence, and 
stubbornness of the settlers in Little Dixie 
who squatted and held their land until 
government policy became more favor
able and until better economic times 
returned. They were an optimistic people 
who had caught Missouri fever. While 
they waited for both land and economic 
problems to pass they drew upon the 
bounty of the land.31 
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