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            Wisconsin had been a rapidly growing state for seventeen years, yet when the Civil War 
ended in 1865, and nearly one-third of Wisconsin was still in the public domain, As early as 
1862, with the passage of the Homestead Act that gave a settler160 acres in return for a $10 
application fee, with the hope that the homesteader could improve the property, build a home 
develop a farm or business within five years the settler would receive a title for the property. 
            Seven thousand and four hundred and ninety five applied but by 1868 only half of the 
settlers succeeded, leaving the state with about eleven million acres of land in the public 
domain,   All that federal land gave impetus to the passage of the Morrill Act, also known as the 
Agricultural-College Act, in 1862,   This gave the land-shy states from Maine to New Jersey the 
ability to “buy” with agricultural-college scrip federal lands in western states from Michigan to 
California. 
            Top applicant for the acquisition of federal lands was Ezra Cornell, the founder of 
Cornell University in New York State, who purchased 499.000 acres of pine-rich land in 
Wisconsin’s Chippewa River valley.  The next highest acquisition was a purchase of 210,000 
acres in California. Nine runners-up came away with acreage from 25,000 to 85,000 acres. 
            Mr. Ezra Cornell came out the winner because the state of New York received the money 
in the form of scrip, doled out in amounts of $30,000 for each member of congress. With the 
state’s dominant number of members it had a good amount of scrip to use in the procurement of 
land grants.  
  

Cornell’s land grant in the Chippewa River Valley included all townships in Rusk 
County, major sections of Eau Claire, Chippewa, Sawyer and smaller portions of Ashland, Iron, 
Price, Taylor, Sawyer, Washburn, Clark, Vilas and Barron Counties.  In Dunn County the 
Cornell land grants were in Wilson, Sand Creek, Grant, Colfax, Elk Mound, Spring Brook [T-27-
N  R-11-W ] and Rock Creek Townships.. There were no solid blocks of Cornell land in any of 
the Dunn County townships.  A typical arrangement, in a horizontal strip of six townships, would 
find three of the six sections would likely be land grants for the railroads and the U. S. 
government... Those lands were sold to supply the funds to railroad to build the lines through the 
area and sold to provide monies to maintain the lines.  And, of course, the United States 
Government could use the money too. 

            Often one or two half-sections in the same line would be Cornell land grants with 
H. C. Putman, Ezra Cornell’s agent managing the property Putman skillfully delayed  sales as 
long as possible until the demand brought prices ten or more times the original purchase price  of 
a dollar or less an acre.    Ezra Cornell was not a good business man who turned over the job of 
promoting the sales of the Wisconsin lands to Putman, a sly operator who actually acquired18, 
500 acres of the land grant for his own, selling for his own profit. 
            During the Knapp, Stout & Company first nine years of operation, before the Morrill Act 
was passed, from 1846-1857, the firm had purchased 15,000 acres of pine land.  After the Morrill 
Act was installed the company, in the years from 1865 through 1888, purchased120,000 acres of 
Cornell University lands, the largest “customer” of the school’s land grant property. 

For readers intrigued by the politics and policies of the Cornell University’s Wisconsin 
land grants must read a book by Paul Wallace Cates, Wisconsin Pine Lands of Cornell 
University, a Study in Land policy and Absentee Ownership.    It is not possible to go into much 
detail about the operation. in this column  
            One or two sections in a line of six were often owned by the state or federal 
government.   You will notice that all four parties, Cornell University, State of Wisconsin, the 
federal government, and the railroads, still have a major presence on these 1877 and 1888 maps 
of Wilson Township, yet while some of the farmsteads indicated here were homesteaded, a great 



number of the farmers were purchasing land from the land grant owners at prices far above the 
original prices, usually less that a dollar an acre, that Ezra Cornell paid for the property. 
            That was why H. C. Putman, the shrewd Eau Claire-based agent representing the 
university, developed a high sense of when the demand for a piece of land was at its highest.   
Mr. Cornell could thank Putman for the outstand support that the land sales gave to the 
establishment of the university.  Putman also “joined” the market.  In the mid 1870s he acquired 
120 acres of land in Section 8, Spring Brook Township that was a few rods north of Elk Lake.  
Within ten years or less he had sold 80 acres to his neighbor across the road to the west, W. H. 
Landon, and forty acres to E. C. Jacobs.   We all know that Putman “made a killing” on that 
deal.   
            Cornell University had acquired 499,126 acres of pine land in the Chippewa River pinery 
for less than a dollar an acre.  One source estimates that Cornell University gained an 
endowment of about $5 million from the sale of the Wisconsin lands.  Our own state university 
at Madison did not do as well with its 240,000 acres’ worth of scrip.   

Richard Current, author of The History of Wisconsin, wrote “By 1866 the state land 
commissioners had located the lands, more than half of them in Marathon and Polk counties, 
and the rest in Chippewa, Clark, Dunn, Oconto, and Shawano.”   Most of that land was sold to 
large buyers of 800 acres or more.  Six years later “the state had disposed of about two-thirds of 
its agricultural college land. Hen it had sold the remainder it realized a grand total of just over 
$300,000.” 
                 
  
Cutline 
            This 1877 plat map of Wilson Township reveals the location of the Cornell lands that 
totaled more than 3680 acres.  Note that most of the land was designated for government, 
railroads, with one section, No. 16, devoted for the development of local schools.   
  
Cutline 
                By 1888 only 400 acres of the  Cornell lands in the township had been sold.  Land grants 
for the railroads were down to 4493 acres and the government acreage was down to 1653.  Note 
the 80 acres in Section 11 marked as state property.  All white areas represent farm owners, and 
note the village of Tonnar, Section 8, the only settlement in the township . 
 


