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Introduction

Şpain, Britain, France, and Mexico all had 

a large amount of land within the present 

day United States

Ȩach country had its own system of land 

distribution and record keeping

A̧s each country was trying to usher in 

new citizens, previous settlers and their 

claims to land would be displaced



Ţhe British were the first to honor previous 

land claims in 1664, a century later it 

offered to recognized existing land claims 

made by the Spaniards in Florida.

I̧n 1783 Spain offered a similar program to 

the British, even though the British had 

failed to recognize many of the earlier 

Spanish claims as legitimate



F̧rance and Spain had similar agreements

M̧ore than once the same lands were 

transferred between the two nations

M̧exico also recorded the claims of 

Spanish settlers living there before 

secession from Spain in 1821.



Early American Land History

¸1513 
¹April 2 - Juan Ponce de Leon Claims Florida for Spain

¸1519
¹March ïHernando Cortes leads an expedition to Mexico

¸1526
¹Summer ïLucas Vazquez de Ayllon establishes the first 

European settlement in the present-day United Sates at 
San Migel de Guadalupe on the South Carolina coast.  

¸1556
¹September 8 ïThe Spanish establish the first 

permanent European colony in what is now the United 
States at St. Augustine, Florida                                           



1̧587
¹The ñLost Colonyò ïfor the second time, 

English settlers establish a colony on Roanoke 
Island, off the coast of North Carolina.

1̧598
¹Juan de Onate begins Spanish settlement of 

what is now New Mexico

1̧607
¹The first permanent English settlement is 

founded in Jamestown, Virginia



¸1632

¹Charles I granted Lord Baltimore the territory north of 

the Potomac River, which later became Maryland

¸1681

¹March 4 ïCharles II granted William Penn a charter to 

what is now Pennsylvania

¸1763

¹February 10 ïFrance cedes Canada to Britain under 

the Treaty of Paris ending the Seven Yearôs War



1̧778 
¹December 29 ïThe British invade the deep 

South, capturing Savannah, Georgia

1̧779 
¹Spain declares war on England

1̧783
¹September 3 ïThe Paris Peace Treaty gives 

the United States all land east of the Mississippi 
River, south of Canada, and north of the 
Floridas



¸1801

¹April 30 ïJefferson purchases the Louisiana Territory 

from Napoleon, acquiring 800,000 sq miles for $15 

million.

¸1835

¹American colonies in Texas revolt against Mexican rule

¸1836

¹March 2 - Texas declares its independence from Mexico

¹March 6 ïMexican troops storm the Texans at the 

Alamo killing 182 men including David Crockett



¹March 27 ïSanta Anna orders 330 Texas 

prisoners executed at Goliad

¹April 21 ïEast of present day Houston, General 

Sam Houstonôs troops defeat the Mexican Army 

capturing Santa Anna, forcing him to recognize 

Texas independence

1̧845

¹December 29 ïTexas is admitted to the Union 

as a slave state.



1̧848

¹The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ends the 
Mexican War.  The United States acquired 
California, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico, and parts 
of Arizona, Colorado, Kansas, and Wyoming, all 
for the price of $15 million and assumption of $3 
million in debts owned by Mexico to Americas

1̧853

¹Gadsden Purchase.  Mexico sells to the United 
States 29,640 sq miles of territory south of the 
Gila River



1̧867 

¹March 30 - ñSewardôs Icebox.ò  Russia sells 

to the United States Alaska for $7.2 million on 

less than 2 cents an acre.

1̧898

¹July 7 ïPresident McKinley signs a resolution 

annexing Hawaii



Map Illustrates How the U.S. Acquired the Land



Spanish Land Possession



Quick History

Şpain was the first European nation to 

publicly claim an empire in North America

Ţhe earliest that Spain was in America 

was 1500s

Şpain claimed vast acreage, but 

successful colonization was slow

Şpanish records did not develop until 

1763-70



Spanish Land 

Holdings 1762-1800

Spanish Land 
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The Records

¸For genealogical purposes, Spanish land records 

were begun in earnest in 1763.  

¸They were recorded in duplicate or triplicate for all 

transactions.  
¹1 copy was kept in the recorderôs office

¹1 copy was sent to ñArchivo General de Indiasò (Archives of the Indies) 

based in Seville, Spain.

¸Spanish land records differ slightly from one 

place to another throughout America.



Floridas

M̧emorials 

¹Were petitions to the Spanish government for 

written evidence of ownership of lots in cities 

previously under Spanish possession.

¹Records encompass the years 1790 to 1821 

and largely effect the area of East Florida.

¹Can be found in the Spanish Land Grant 

Archives in Tallahassee.  They have also been 

filmed by the LDS Church.



¸ Include information Such as
¹Date of arrival

¹Acreage of land and the improvements thereon

¹Name of original grantee

¹Name of present claimant

¹A vague description of the property location

¹Nationality under which the original grant was obtained

¹Type of claim (patent, militant, etc)

¹Date of instrument

¹Surveyors notes

¹Date of Presentation

¸Can be found in the Florida State Archives in Tallahassee, 
and duplicates can be found at the Department of Natural 
Resources of the State of Florida.

The Spanish Land Grant Files



Headright Grants

¸ Used by Spain in the Floridas from 1780s to 1815.

¸ Very similar to the headrights used by the English in Virginia.

¸ The original Spanish Headrights offered land as follows
¹ One hundred acres to the head of household
¹Fifty acres for each additional white or ñcoloredò person in the family, 

regardless of age

¸ In 1803 revisions included the following criteria
¹ Fifty acres for the head of house
¹ Twenty-five acres for persons age sixteen and over
¹ Fifteen acres for persons age eight to sixteen
¹ No land for those under eight

¸ Can be found in the Spanish Archives of West Florida which 

are housed at the Louisiana State Museum Library in New 

Orleans. They have also been filmed by the LDS Church.



Louisiana Territory 

¸The Cabildo Papers (The Spanish Judicial Records)

¹Similar to notarial records, they contain a wide variety of judicial 

matters presented before the cabildo (town council) for the 

territory of Louisiana between 18 Aug. 1769 ï31 December 1803

¹Records include petitions for grants, affidavits, inquires of local 

officials concerning  petitioners, estate settlements, property 

descriptions, testimonies, and other land-related material.  

¹Can be found in several repositories throughout Louisiana.  A 

portion of them can be found at the Louisiana State Museum, 

Loyola University, St. Martin Parish Library, Louisiana State 

Library, New Orleans Public Library, Southern Vital Records 

Repository in Flora, Mississippi. They have also been filmed by 

the LDS Church.



Various Record Files

¸Papeles de Santo Domingo and the Papeles de 

Cuba (Santo Domingo Papers and the Cuban Papers)

¹Available at the Historic New Orleans Collection

¸The Louisiana Notarial Archives

¹These include petitions for grants, mortgages, and other 

land issues.  

¹Tulane University Department of Arches and Manuscripts 

both house significant collections



¸Colonial Documents of Avoyelles

¹Dating back to 1786

¹Can be found at the State Archives and Records 
Service in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.  

¹These include records of land grants and sales.  

¹A catalog of these documents is available for public 
purchase, it contains an index.

¸Joseph Vidal Papers

¹Created by Joseph Vidal when he was secretary to 
Manuel Gayoso de Lemos, governor between 
1795-1821

¹Includes land grants, transfers and surveys



¸The Historic New Orleans Collection
¹Includes colonial land grant petitions, grants made by 

the governors, land sales, surveys, and surveyors 
certificates.

¹Covers areas of present-day Missouri, Arkansas, 
Louisiana, and Alabama.

¹Can be found through the Louisiana State Archives.

¸Pintado Papers
¹Includes Spanish land grants, surveys, plats, and maps.

¹Can be found at Louisiana State Archives and Records 
Commission, Louisiana State University, P.K. Yonge 
Library, Mississippi Department of Archives and History, 
University of West Florida in Gainesville, and the Family 
History Center Library



Texas

¸Spanish Grants for the land between the 

Nueces and Rio Grande River

¹Can be found in the Mexican Archives and 

Texas General Land Office

¸Spanish Archives

¹Comprise of seventy volumes, include patents 

from the Spanish period.

¹Can be found in the Texas General Land office



New Mexico

¸The Spanish Archives of New Mexico

¹Most valuable of all New Mexico Spanish Records

¹Have been filmed by New Mexico State Archives 
and Records Center and are available for research 
through interlibrary loan.

¸Pueblo Grants

¹Date back to 1680s

¹They describe the property boundaries, neighbors, 
witnesses and sometimes heirship.

¹Available through the U.S. Bureau of Land 
Management in Santa Fe. The LDS Church has 
microfilmed copies.



¸The Twitchell Archives
¹Show conveyances, grants, estate settlements, suits, 

and other miscellaneous land issues.

¹Indexed by grantee/grantor

¹Available at the University of New Mexico, and the 
Family History Library.

¸Vigilôs Index
¹Includes 1,500 Spanish and Mexican land grants, 

governor's diaries, and other judicial issues.

¹Available at the University of New Mexico, The Bureau 
of Land Management, and also the Family History 
Library.



California

¸California was the last of Spainôs holdings to be 
adequately explored and settled.

¸But by 1821 Mexico had taken over the area.

¸Titles to the lands in California were given by the 
governors and were to be kept in a book of 
colonization in the government archives.

¸It can be assumed that the records of this can be 
found in the Mexican archives.

¸However archives relating to grants in the United 
States are considered nearly nonexistent.  The 
original Spanish land grants never have been 
found.



Repositories

¸ Alabama Dept. of Archives and 

History
624 Washington Ave.

Montgomery, AL 36130

¸ Arkansas History Commission
1 Capitol Mall

Little Rock, AR 72201

¸ Arizona Dept. of Library and 

Archives
1700 W. Washington

Phoenix, AZ 85007

¸ Bureau of Land Management
Arizona State Office

3707 N. 7th St.

Phoenix, AZ 85011

¸ Bureau of Land Management
California State Office

2800 College Way

Sacramento, CA 95825

¸ California State Archives
Office of Secretary of State

1020 O Street, Room 130

Sacramento, CA 95814

¸ University of California-

Berkeley
Bancroft Library

Berkeley, CA 94720

¸ National Archives and Records 

Administration
Textual Reference Branch (NNRI)

Washington, D.C. 20408



¸ Florida State Archives
R.A. Gray Building

500 S. Bronough St.

Tallahassee, FL 32399-3000

¸ Division of State Lands
Bureau of Mapping and Survey

3900 Commonwealth Boulevard

Tallahassee, FL 32399-3000

¸ University of Florida
P.K. Young Library

Special Collections / Florida History

Gainesville, FL 32611

¸ University of West Florida
John C. Pace Library

Pensacola, FL 32514

¸ St. Augustine Historical Society
271 Charlotte St.

St. Augustine, FL 32084

¸ Louisiana State Archives and 

Records
Office of the Secretary of State

3581 Essen Lane

P.O. Box 94125

Baton, Rouge, LA 70804

¸ Loyola University of New 

Orleans
Spanish Documents Project

6363 St. Charles Ave.

P.O. Box 198

New Orleans, LA 70118



¸ Southern University
John B. Cade Library
Southern Br. PO
Baton Rouge, LA 70813

¸ New Orleans Public Library
Louisiana Division
219 Loyola Ave
New Orleans, LA 70140

¸ The Historic New Orleans 
Collection
Kemper and Leila Williams Foundation
Research Library
533 Royal St.
New Orleans, LA 70130

¸ Tulane University
Howard-Tilton Memorial Library
New Orleans, LA 70176

¸ Louisiana Historical 
Association
Center for Louisiana Studies
The University of Southwestern Louisiana
P.O. Box 40831, USL
Lafayette, LA 70504

¸ National Archives and Records 
Admin.
Cartographic Division (NNR2)
8601 Adelphi Rd
College Park, MD 20740-6001

¸ Missouri State Archives
600 W. Main St.
P.O. Box 778
Jefferson City, MO 65102

¸ Mississippi Archives and 
Library Div.
Mississippi Dept. of Archives and History
P.O. Box 571
Jackson, MS 39205


