Homestead Application in Natrona County
Directions:  Read the following story of homesteading in Natrona County.  Answer the questions by working in small groups.
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Homestead Example:   Gothberg Ranch Natrona County, WY
History:


Martin J. Gothberg moved to New York in 1864 when he was six months of age with his Swedish father, German mother and siblings.  His father, an artist, headed a foundry in New York where Martin learned useful skills.  In 1880 at the age of 16, Martin began his worldly adventures to move west.  He worked several jobs in railroad construction and finally reached Cheyenne, Wyoming in August of 1880.  He moved to Denver for a while to work at Elitch’s restaurant, then moved on to Ft. Laramie to work with the post butcher.  He worked for several different ranches for the next several years, including starting a foundry to fix wagon wheels and other metal goods at the Goose Egg Ranch near present day Casper, WY.


In 1885 while attending a meeting for the Wyoming Stock Growers Association in Cheyenne, Martin began steps to file a homestead.  He declared his intention to become a U.S. citizen by renouncing his allegiance and fidelity to the Emperor of Germany on April 4, 1885.  He then filed application (July 21, 1885) for his first Homestead at Dobbin Springs not far from the Goose Egg Ranch.  He filed under the *Pre-Emption laws.  His chosen land was a fertile meadow area located about nine miles west of Ft. Caspar.  


During the fall of 1885 Martin began working his ranch.  He built a small log cabin.  His ranch was distant from existing towns and getting supplies was often difficult.  In his own words:  

“In the spring of ’86, I made a trip to Rock Creek for supplies with team and wagon.  It took me three days to get there.  I got my supplies, (which were hauled from Laramie to Rock Creek) and started on my return trip.  I was 27 days on the road on account of the terrible deep snows and high waters.”


In 1888, Martin left the ranch to go work for a Mormon outfit for the round-up season.  When he came home from the Big Horns in the fall Martin began working for the CY outfit where he worked through the next summer.  


In July of 1891, Martin filed his public notice of intention to make final proof of his claim in the local paper.  Then in September of 1891, Martin changed his claim from a *pre-emption claim to a homestead claim; and took his witnesses, Robert M. Devine and J.S. Huntley, to the Douglas Land Office to file proof of testimony.  He finalized his documents on September 4, 1891.


Further in 1891, at the request of his family he traveled east and stayed for 18 months running the family business in New Jersey.  In 1892, letters of his father’s naturalization of citizenship and testimonials of childhood friends claiming Martin was a minor at the time of his father’s naturalization were sent to the land office.  Martin was possibly experiencing difficulty with his homestead claim.  


In the spring of 1893, after experiencing the loss of his first wife to childbirth, Martin returned to Wyoming and found that his friend, Louis Spalding to whom he had leased the ranch (while he was in the east) had left the country.  Martin took up his ranch again and bought out Spalding’s claims.  


Life on the ranch was not always easy.  As Martin explains, “in the early days and what our menu consisted of:  bacon, beans, dried fruit, and a lot of wild meat.  Later on we cultivated our own gardens and raised our own vegetables.”  Most leisure time was spent hunting and fishing.


On April 29, 1893 Martin finally received patent for his land claim (033N-080W section 33).  He re-married, began a family and soon filed further land claims utilizing other acts such as the Timber Act of 1873.  Martin continued to grow his land through acquiring other homesteads and lands filed by other family members.  In 1932 Martin also used the Homestead Stock Raising expansion to add nearly 500 acres to his land holdings.  During the time the ranch was the most successful, Martin ran around 10,000 sheep and 500 cattle.

__________________

*The Pre-emption Act of 1841 allowed homesteaders the right to file claim and work their land without initial payment for land.  To retain ownership they had to work the land for a minimum of five years but at least 14 months before paying the purchasing price of $1.25 per acre.  Like the Homestead Act they were not allowed to vacate the land for more than six months at a time.  

(Sources: GLO Records; “M.J. Gothberg, Pioneer Range Rider and Rancher” documented by Lewis Spalding (no date); “A History of the Gothberg Ranch” by Hilery Walker (2003))

