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Preface i

PREFACE

Every year I get cards, letters and photos from
people who have used this book to buy land for less
than the cost of a night out. I've heard from people, not
only in the United States, but all over the world, who've
used the information presented here to buy houses for
a few hundred dollars. Nothing makes my day more
than opening the mail to find yet another account of
how you bought land cheap.

It has been 14 years since the first edition of How
to Buy Land Cheap. You would think all the cheap
land would have been scooped up, and a lot of it has
been. But as old sources dry up, new sources sprout.
Old fashioned homesteading is a thing of the past —
but now there’s Urban Homesteading. The U.S. Bureau
of Land Management sells less land every year, but the
Savings & Loan Bailout has brought a bonanza of
bargain-basement buying opportunities. The most



ii HOW TO BUY LAND CHEAP

reliable source of cheap land — tax foreclosed prop-
erty — continues to produce, though the best areas
have shifted a little.

In 14 years, How to Buy Land Cheap has grown
from a small pamphlet to an impressive resource for
bargain hunters. I've seen a lot of expensive imitations
of this book come and go. I buy them, read them, and
follow-up on the best advice they offer. But far and
away my best source of information is you — fellow
travelers in the search for dirt cheap. I hope you enjoy
this edition, and that you tell me about your finds.
Please write to me in care of Loompanics Unlimited
and I will try to include your story in the next edition
of How to Buy Land Cheap.

Unitl next time, happy hunting!

Edward Preston
January 1991



Our Big Land Grab 1

-1 -

OUR BIG
LAND GRAB

I grabbed the letter out of the mailbox and ran
upstairs, opening it on the way. “It came,” I yelled to
my wife. “It’s here... look at it... it’s ours!” I held up a
piece of paper and waved it around the room. It took
us five minutes to settle down enough to look at it. And
what was this incredible document? A million dollar
inheritance? One of my stories sold to the movies? Had
we won first prize in one of those contests I was always
entering? Nope. It was a Quit Claim Deed to eight
town lots in Daniels County, Montana. Three of the lots
were in the town of Navajo (population seven) and five
were in Peerless (population 125). The total price for
our enormous “estate” was $25.00. It cost $5.00 more
to have the deed recorded and to get maps of the two
towns. A total of $30.00 for the whole works. The lots
are standard size town lots — 35 x 140 feet. The taxes
come to $7.48 a year.
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We handled the entire business ourselves — through
the mail. No closing fees, no lawyer’s fee, no real estate
agent’s fee. How? It couldn’t have been simpler. I wrote
to the County Treasurer (I didn’t even know his name)
of Daniels County, ¢c/o County Courthouse, Scobey,
Montana. Scobey is the county seat, where all the
county business is taken care of and where the county
offices are. It’s easy to find the county seat if you have
an atlas: Right next to it is a dot in a circle or a small
black square (see Figure 1-1). You need to have an
atlas for this — often road maps don’t show the county
seat.

CANADA

Whitetail L
1te ll.

Figure 1-1

A map of Daniels County, Montana. Scobey, the County Seat,
s indicated by a dot in a circle. The arrows show the
touns where the author bought a total of eight lots
Sfor the sum of $25.00.

What did I write? I asked if they had any property
tor sale for back taxes and they sent me a long list. We
bought these particular lots because they were the
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cheapest. Since some of the tax lots to be had in
Daniels County cost only a few dollars and some cost
several thousand, I sent the list back and asked them
to put a check mark beside the ones that had buildings
on them. Sure enough, the expensive ones had build-
ings, and the County Treasurer was even kind enough
to describe them as “house,” “building,” or “shack.” We
didn’t buy any of these (there was so much to choose
from) but it did give us a good picture of what was
available.

This all happened many years ago, and we've never
been to Montana to check on our “Empire,” but we still
get a kick out of looking at the deeds and the maps. We
may never live on it, though we hope to see it someday,
but still it ©s ours! And believe me, very few thrills can
match that of owning land.

Let’s backtrack and look at the steps that led up to
our Land Grab. I just happened to hit it with Daniels
County, but I wrote the same basic letter to many
other counties who didn’t answer at all. So it isn’t
always that easy. Still, keep in mind that there is plenty
of tax-foreclosed property throughout this country
that can be bought cheap if you know how. That is
what this book is for — to show you step-by-step just
how to find it, where to find it, and how to buy it. Read
on.
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DECIDING
WHAT YOU WANT
AND NEED

Before you start writing hundreds of letters to
County Treasurers all over the country, do some
thinking that can save you a lot of time and postage.
Why do you want to buy land cheap? If you are a land
speculator or a land dreamer like me, then it doesn’t
matter much what kind of land you buy or where it is
— Jjust as long as it's cheap. There is a lot of pleasure
to be had just by owning land. We know we have a
place to go that is ours, no matter what happens in the
future. True, there’s nothing there but some dirt, but
we could park an RV on it or camp on it or someday
build a house on it.

Land Dreaming

For those living in small apartments that cost
hundreds of dollars a month in rent, it's fun to buy
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land somewhere for less than a night on the town
(even if you eat at McDonalds). Many cold winter
evenings can be spent looking at maps and deeds,
dreaming about the wild west or the rugged northeast
and what it would be like to live there. Of course, you
are going to dream about building a house on your
land. And some day, you just might — because most of
the great things we do started as dreams a long time
ago and slowly became more and more real.

One man who read this book bought a piece of land
as a gift for his wife. It cost $50 altogether, so it wasn't
a really expensive gift. But it brought his wife more
pleasure than just about any gift he’d ever given her.
She loved being a landowner. She loved the feeling of
knowing there was some spot on the world that was
hers. She spent hours looking at maps, thinking about
the land, planning a trip to go plant flowers there.

Speculating

There’s another reason for buying cheap land:
speculation. While most worthless land is doomed to
stay that way, it’s hard to imagine a $10 parcel going
down in value (and who cares if it does?). But there
are many possibilities for it to suddenly become
valuable. One person who bought land with the help of
this book got paid by an oil company for allowing them
to drill on his land. It wasn’t much money, but if they
had struck oil, he would have struck it rich.

You never know when they’re going to decide to run
a freeway through your land. If they do, you can make
a handsome profit selling it to the government. Your
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land may become an important parcel for other
reasons: the neighbors need it, or some valuable
commodity like gold or water is discovered there, or a
big manufacturer decides to locate a plant nearby. You
never know when property will boom in value, and you
aren'’t likely to go bust with land this cheap. But I don’t
want to get your hopes up too much, because any land
you buy for less than $100 is likely to never be worth
much to anyone (except you).

Recreation

Another reason to buy land cheap is recreation.
Some people like camping and hiking and would
rather be on their own land than in a state park or
official campground. If you can buy land in beautiful
country cheap enough, you can actually save money
from what it might cost for a nearby campground. If
you enjoy the RV lifestyle, what could be better than
owning small parcels all over the country where you
can park your rig and settle-in whenever you want? No
more ‘reservations required,” or being turned away
from a full RV park when you're tired of driving, or
paying outrageous fees for a place to park your vehicle.

If you are looking for land for recreational purposes,
then you have many options. Of course, you'll probably
want land in the areas that you most enjoy staying, so
you should concentrate your search in those areas.
One thing you'll need is access to your land. A lot of the
cheapest land available does not have access: there is
no road that goes anywhere near the property. In
some cases, you might have to get permission from a
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neighbor to cross their property to get to yours. If you
find land that you like, but that doesn’t have access,
you will want to resolve the access problem before you
buy it.

I know a man in Michigan who bought land just to
have a place for his large family to spend some fun
weekends. He lived and worked in Detroit as an
engineer. The land he bought was an abandoned gravel
pit a few hours away in the country. He turned the
gravel pit into a man-made lake and stocked it with
bass. He made a crude dirt road into the property and
leveled an area for putting-up tents and for a volleyball
field. He put in an outhouse and that was it: a perfect
little retreat for summer weekends and for his grown
kids to use.

A Cheap Home

For some people, buying cheap land is more than
entertainment or speculation — it means an entire
change of life. Karl Henck used How To Buy Land
Cheap to find a new home. He first wrote to govern-
ments in Maine, Vermont and New York State.
Washington County, New York, had 24 parcels for sale
by sealed bid auction. Karl bid on four of them (sight
unseen) and was high bidder on two. Here’s what
happened next:

“I inspected the properties; one was adjacent to
ratlroad tracks, the other was on an old town road,
wooded and hilly. I forfeited my 20% deposit on the
ratlroad property and came up with the rest of the
$680 I needed to buy the other piece. It’s about one
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acre. I butlt a small log cabin and have been here ever
since. Your book made it all possible.”

If you are after cheap land in hopes of finding an
inexpensive place to live, then you need to do a little
more research. The first big question is: How are you
going to make a living once you get there? Most cheap
land is located in depressed areas that people have
been moving away from, where unemployment is high.
If you haven’t got a job lined up in advance, you'd
better have a good bankroll to tide you over.

While land is cheap in certain places, the jobs
available don’t pay that well, either. This brings up
another point: How well suited are you to small town
life? Most cheap land is in remote areas. Country living
can be quite different from city living — and that’s
what attracts so many people to the rural lifestyle. But
living in remote areas can be hard, too. If you've lived
in a New York City apartment all your life, it might take
some time to adjust to living where the elements can
play havoc with your life (severe heat or cold, snows,
flooding, etc.).

There are a number of good books that deal with
what it’s like living in remote or rural America. One is
called The Eden Seeker’s Guide, by Bill Seavey, avail-
able from Loompanics Unlimited. It describes some of
the most beautiful places in the world for people to
live. And it provides a lot of information on what
different lifestyles are like and how to prepare to make
a big life change like this. Other guides are included in
the Other Helpful Information chapter at the end of
this book.
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If you are independently wealthy or retired or have
a source of income you can take anywhere, then you
don’t have to worry about finding a job. You may have
other concerns, though. You may be raising a family
and want your children to have access to quality
schools. Or you might not want to live in a town that
doesn’t have a hospital. Once you find a place that has
cheap land, you will want to make further inquiries
with the local Chamber of Commerce to determine
what amenities are available.

Once you have some idea what you want to do with
your land, and what you need to make your life there
comfortable, it will make the search for cheap land a
lot easier.
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STARTING YOUR SEARCH

Ready to start? All right, if you don’t have an atlas,
buy one. If you can'’t, borrow one from a library or a
friend. Think about where you would like to own land:
“Out West,” “Down South,” “New England,” or any-
where. Start with a large general area and narrow it
down. First, eliminate resort and heavy industry areas.
Those areas probably won't have any cheap land for
sale. But don't take this for granted. If you're dead set
on getting cheap land in a certain area, then even if it
seems like the last place in the world to find it, keep
trying. Keep nosing around, asking questions, checking
with county treasurers and city real estate depart-
ments. You might just find what you're looking for, if
you keep at it.

Now you've got the atlas. Pore over that book. Look
at lightly settled areas: non-industrial, not on the sea-
shore or near a lake, dam, or ski resort. Then find out



12 HOW TO BUY LAND CHEAP

how the people in that region make a living. Is it mainly
farm land? Desert land? Swamp? If the atlas doesn’t
give enough information, ask your local librarian to
help you pick some books that throw more light on the
subject.

Since most of the cheap land available is in lightly
settled areas, you would likely be looking for a small
town to live in or near. If this is your interest, then I
recommend the Capsule Descriptive Digest of Small-
Town, USA, published by Woods Creek Press. This
guide includes descriptions of more than 40 small
towns that are perfect for people who want to get out
of the big city. Each description of a town includes
history, climate, real estate, utilities, taxes, employ-
ment, communications, medical facilities and health
services, schools and churches, transportation, recre-
ation, shopping, services and restaurants, points of
interest, organizations and clubs, visitor accommoda-
tions, and other items. You get the whole picture of
what life in each town is like.

The Capsule Descriptive Digest of SmallToun, USA
is an excellent reference guide for those trying to find
a nice place to live where land might be cheap. If you
already know where you want to live, you can write to
Woods Creek Press and see if their digest includes any
small towns in your chosen area. The digest is $6.00
from:

Woods Creek Press
809 N Sanders Ave
Ridgecrest, CA 93555

I also recommend the Rural Property Bulletin as a
real estate guide to the rural United States. It looks like
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a classified shopper for rural property hunters, and
lists a good deal of inexpensive land. The bulletin
comes out monthly. Subscriptions are $12.00. A sample
issue can be had for $1.00 from:

Rural Property Bulletin
P.O. Box 4331
Prescott, AZ 86302

One of the best resources when starting your search
are the free farm catalogs. Not only can you learn a lot
from farm catalogs about what is available and what
is happening in the area you're interested in, but they
are terrific Wish Books — like the Sears catalog of 50
years ago. Don’t be put off because you think they list
only farms for sale. They have every kind of property
you can think of, and a picture for almost every listing.

There are three big companies that send out free
catalogs or brochures upon request:

United Farm Agency
612 W47 St
Kansas City, MO 64112

Strout Realty, Inc
Plaza Towers
Springfield, MO 65804

American Farm Digest
PO Box 5177
St. Louis, MO 63139
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The first two are huge real estate agencies. United
Farm has over 500 sales offices throughout the U.S.
Strout has nearly the same number. Both offer
hundreds of listings of all types of property in every
state. The American Farm Digest is a monthly publi-
cation with listings from dozens of different real estate
companies all across the United States.

The land advertised in these catalogs is not tax
foreclosed property, so don’'t expect to find lots for
$2.00 apiece or a house for $100.00. You may buy
nothing from the farm companies (we never did), but
you can soak up real information that you can use
later on. We found local agents of both Strout and
United to be sincere and helpful. They didn’t hesitate
to answer numerous questions by mail, and they were
very honest about pointing out shortcomings in
certain properties. We never felt that they were just
out to sell! They looked upon us as possible future
neighbors. There is something else, too: If they think
you are solid and sincere, their word at the local bank
could carry some weight if you ever apply for a
mortgage. Outside large cities, personal recommenda-
tion still means something.

This is interesting, you say, but isn’t it just a waste
of time? What do I need catalogs for? Can’t I just go
ahead and write the counties now? Sure you can, but
send for the catalogs, too. There are some things you
can learn from them, and later when you buy your
land, you will be grateful for every bit of information
you picked up along the way. And you won’t have to
say, “Why didn’t somebody tell me this?”
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Look in the catalogs for areas where homes (houses
on lots) sell for less than $10,000. These are good areas
for exploring further in your search for cheap land.
These towns were probably cut off when a new high-
way was built and have been quietly losing population
for years. Maybe a new town has grown up near the
new highway, leaving the old one out of the way. But
this could be a bonanza for you. The old town probably
has a half dozen old one-family frame houses for a few
thousand apiece.

For a couple thousand more, you can probably buy
the town’s White Elephant — the Victorian grand
mansion that was originally built for the town banker
or doctor. It spent a few decades as a rooming house,
and is now abandoned and neglected. The trimmings
are usually of sculptured cast iron, and inside you will
find carved mantlepieces, mahogany staircases, par-
quet floors, stained glass windows, and other details
that would cost a fortune to duplicate today. These old
“monsters” can turn out to be real treasures. Dollar for
dollar, they are among the best housing buys in
America.

We even found a 23-room house in Eastport, Maine,
that was even older than the type I described. This one
was built for the Commanding General of the British
Expeditionary Forces in the War of 1812. It had a
fireplace in almost every room, and the original details
were intact. The price was $11,500, which figures out
to $500 a room. We didn’t buy it because we couldn’t
figure out how to make a living in Eastport, Maine. But
there it was — not only cheap, but available on easy
terms, too. There are houses like this, if not, quite as
large or historical, in small towns all over the country.
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Once you've found a promising area, it’s a good idea
to get the local newspaper. Go to the library and ask
to look at the Gales Directory (every library has one).
Look up the newspapers in the vicinity and send off
$1.00 for a sample copy. Most small town newspapers
come out once a week. If there is a daily paper
available, ask for the Sunday edition. Mail your request
to the Circulation Editor. You won't need an address
— just the name of the paper and the town.

In about one week to ten days, you'll get your paper.
Compare the listings in the paper with those in the
farm catalogs. This will give you a good idea of real
estate values in town (though you may be able to find
land much cheaper than the stuff you see advertised
— read on). The Help Wanted ads will give you a good
idea about work opportunities. The ads will tell you
about various services available, who the large employ-
ers are, whether there are schools or not, what
churches are located nearby, what sort of entertain-
ment is available, etc.

The papers can tell you other things, too. If you want
to live in the country for free, look for an ad asking for
a “caretaker.” You might spot one, or you can put an
ad in yourself saying that you are available. Often, the
owners are away and just want somebody to take care
of the place. You might live in a cottage on the grounds
or in the main house itself. You would get free rent and
you might even get paid. If you're not ready to buy land
yet, or simply can’t afford it at any price, this is the
next best thing.

Or suppose you are ready to buy, have a little money
saved, and are looking around. It could be that the
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counties you're interested in have no tax delinquent
property at all. Put an ad in the largest regional paper
(try the local paper, too) telling exactly what you're
looking for. You will get a pretty good idea of what you
want when you describe it in words.

Another thing. If the catalog offerings are medium to
high in price, and the descriptions keep repeating that
the schools are excellent, and that there are several
colleges within a few miles — do some further check-
ing. This county might have low property taxes but
very high school taxes, something you might not have
thought of at all.

It is also worth calling the phone company to have
them send you a local phone book for the area you are
interested in. It will come in about 10 days to two
weeks, and the couple bucks it costs will be added to
your next phone bill. By looking through the Yellow
Pages, you can get an idea of what goods and services
are available in that area — important information if
you are thinking of moving there.
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BUYING LAND CHEAP
FROM
COUNTY GOVERNMENTS

Tax Lands

Now let’s go back to the land that counties sell cheap
— usually at auction for back taxes. Remember, only
counties and cities have real estate taxes. There are no
state or federal real estate taxes. The county officials,
the tax assessor, treasurer, clerk and recorder are the
people who hold the keys to the ownership of tax
property. They know what is available and what is
likely to come up for auction in the future. We have
heard so much lately about official corruption in high
and low places that you might think these officials
expect to be paid off, but it isn’t so. I have found almost
all county officials to be honest, dedicated and impar-
tial people.

They are your sources for buying land cheap and
here is how you get in touch with them: write the letter
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shown in Figure 4-1 to the County Treasurer of the
county or counties where you are interested in buying
property. My advice is to blanket the area. Write letters
to every county in that region. Use the form letter in
Figure 4-1 as your guide (this letter will also be useful
when writing to federal and state government agencies
listed in the next two chapters).

Your Name
Your Street Address
Your City, State, Zip Code

Date

County Treasurer

... County

County Court House
City, State, Zip Code

Dear Sir or Madam,

Please send me information about real estate in
your jurisdiction which might be auctioned off for
back taxes or any other reason (surplus to your
needs, etc.).

I am also interested in information on property
which might be for sale on a Quit Claim Deed.

If you keep a mailing list for notification of real
estate auctions or sales, would you please add my
name or send me an application for adding my name
to the list?

Thank you for your assistance.

Sincerely,

(Signature)

Figure 4-1

A sample form letter to use when writing to
county governments in search of cheap land.
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After you have put all those letters in the mail, you
will have a few weeks before the replies start coming
in. You can fill the time looking at the farm catalogs
and re-reading this book (while you are biting your
nails). You might also want to read some of the items
listed in the Other Helpful Information section at the
back of this book.

Some answers will come back right away, usually
within a couple of weeks; others will take three to four
months. Some counties won’t answer at all, so after six
months put a NA (No Answer) beside their name on
your list. If you don’t have a list, make one. Next to
each county you should write the date you sent your
letter, and the date of their answer, or an NA next to
that. You can also put in a short description of the
kind of answer you get, and the date of their next
auction. This short rundown can tell you at a glance
where you're at in the land buying business.

Don’t expect the County Treasurer to answer imme-
diately with a list of properties you can buy for
peanuts. It is possible, of course, but there are quite a
few other responses you can get, too. Here are some
sample types of responses you can expect and how you
should handle them:

Response: “The land auction was already held this
year, and there won’t be another one until next spring.
It will be announced, along with a listing of delinquent
properties, for three issues preceding the sale in the
(name of the local paper).”

What To Do: Send $1.00 to the local paper they
name (you don’t need the street address) and ask
them to send you a copy of the paper that has the next
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county land auction announcement. Don’t worry
about the date. Local papers are very good about this.

Response: “We don’t hold auctions of tax delin-
quent property, nor do we have a list of it. However, if
you should be in the vicinity, you might drop in and I
will show you the deeds for properties that are
available. Should you be interested in some of it, I
could inform you of the procedures for acquiring it.”

What To Do: If you get a letter like that, go there if
you can. Plan a trip to include several neighboring
counties while you are at it. Some counties have a
policy of not foreclosing on property (taking it away
from the owner) unless somebody comes along and
wants it. Here is where the impression you make on the
county officials can mean something in your favor or
against it. They don’t expect you to appear in a
business suit and tie, but if you crawl out of a van at
8 a.m. looking unwashed, unslept and generally
scroungy, don’t expect them to be very friendly. For
your benefit, look neat and make a good impression.

Response: “We have put your name on our mailing
list and we will mail you an announcement of our next
auction.”

What To Do: Just wait. Meanwhile, write to other
counties in the area and try to work out a plan to visit
their auctions, too.

Response: “We do not have any tax delinquent
property for auction.”

What To Do: Try them again in a year or two.

Response: “We do not have any such property at
the moment.”
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What To Do: This means that they do have some
from time to time, so write to them every six months
or so.

Response: “We do not decide when the tax sales are
to be held. That is up to the county auditor to decide.
The last one was three years ago.”

What To Do: Write to the County Auditor and ask
them to put your name on their mailing list if they have
one. Include a stamped envelope with your own
address on it. Later, write the County Treasurer again
anyway.

As I said earlier, you will get many different kinds of
responses, but most of them will sound like one or
another of the examples above.

Auctions

Now let’s go back and take a look at the first
sentence of the letter you sent to the county treasurers
(Figure 4-1) where you asked about property to be
sold at auction for back taxes. Suppose that a number
of county treasurers answered, telling you exactly
when and where their next auction would be. You
don’t always have to be there in person. Some counties
will let you send in sealed bids. (This means that they
don’t open the envelopes with the bids in them until
the auction.) Still, there are some auctions you do have
to go to. In that case, get there early. At least two days
early. Make an expedition out of it and your work will
pay off for you.
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Locating The Property

The list of properties will arrive several weeks before
the auction. The County Treasurer will send it to you,
or the local paper will send you a clipping of the
announcement, with full details — except one. You will
discover a maddening fact. Usually these properties
will not have a street address. They will be described
like this: “Great Lot 2, Div. 8, Lot 5, bounded North by
road, South by Presb. Ch., East by Poffrey, West by Rt.
217"

You will look at this, and at the upset price (min-
imum starting bid) and say, “Gee, this looks interesting,
but how am I supposed to find it?” That is the reason
I advise you to go a few days early. Go to the County
Treasurer’s office and ask if you can buy a plat map
(a map that shows where these parcels really are) so
you can find them and look at them.

The plat map costs a few dollars and theyre worth
every penny of it. You can take the maps, locate the
properties you are interested in bidding on, and drive
around the county looking at them.

A typical description for ten acres might read
something like this: SW %4 SE % SE % Sec 15, T15N
R21W. Looks like gibberish, doesn’t it? In fact, it’s a
system of map coordinates that allow you to pinpoint
the piece of property being discussed. Let me explain
how it works.

Given the intersection of two main roads, one going
east/west (the baseline), the other north/south (the
meridian), all the land in the nearby vicinity can be
mapped out using the intersection as a starting point
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for a grid. Figure 4-2 shows the grid formed by a
baseline and meridian. In our description, above, T15N
stands for TOWNSHIP 15 NORTH which is the 15th
township north of the baseline. R21W stands for
RANGE 21 WEST which is the 21st township west of
the meridian. These two coordinates tell you exactly
where the township is in relation to the intersection of
the meridian and the baseline.

T3NRIW T3NRIE

T2NR2W T2NRIW T2NRIE

TINR2W TINRIW TINRIE
W BASELINE -
| =

TISR2W TISRIW TISRIE

PRINCIPAL MERIDIAN
Figure 4-2
How to wdentify and locate a tounship.
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Once you have located the township, it is easy to
locate the specific land. A standard township is six
miles long and six miles wide, for a total of 36 square
miles. A “section” is one square mile. Therefore, there
are 36 sections in a township, and they are numbered
as shown in Figure 4-3. In our description, we are

looking for section 15 (“Sec 15”).

STANDARD TOWNSHIP: 36 SECTIONS

6 |5 |4 3 2 |1

7 8|9 |10 11 |12
18 |17 | 16 15*' 14 | 13
19 20| 21 (22| 23| 24
30| 29| 28| 27 | 26 | 25
31 |32 33|34 | 35| 36

Each tounship is divided into 36 sections, as shown.
This is tounship T15N R21W (our example town-

ship). Section 15 is indicated with a star.
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Each section contains 640 acres. The rest of the
description above refers to compass directions within
the section (SW = southwest, SE - southeast, etc.). The
fractions refer to portions of the section. SW Y SE %
SE % translates to the southwest quarter of the
southeast quarter of the southeast quarter of the
section. I know that probably still sounds confusing,
but if you look at Figure 4-4, it should all make sense.
A little study and practice will help you to be able to
visualize the location of almost any rural property.

Even with maps, you will probably have to ask the
neighbors to help you find some places. In a way, that
is good. You get to meet the people who could one day
be your neighbors. Most of them will be friendly and
can give you pointers about the property you are
interested in. They can tell you things you never
thought of. This is not to scare you off — most of the
time they are just being open and helpful. You will run
into a closed-mouth one once in a while, but not often.

While you're driving around the county, you can also
pick up other bits of information — such as how high
the school taxes are, how far it is to the nearest work
center, and so on.

Fasement and Access

When evaluating the land you want to bid on, there
are two big things to watch out for: easement and
access. Fasement means that somebody else (maybe
the County Highway Department or power company)
has the right to cross the property. Access means that
you can reach the land directly without having to go
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through someone else’s property to get there. If you're
not sure, ask the County Treasurer, and you might also
ask the neighbors. This is one thing you should
straighten out before you bid. If you don’t, you might
have problems later.

1 STANDARD SECTION = 1 SQUARE MILE = 640 ACRES

1 MILE

NE%

160 acres
Wik
320 acres
N'% SEY
80 acres
N4 SEY SEY
20 acres
SWY% SEY%

40 acres .

SWY SEY SEY —/
10 acres
Figure 4-4

This map shows how a standard section of a tounship is
divided for land identification purposes. The parcel of land
in our example, SW Y% SE Y% SE %, is indicated with a star.
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Buying Before the Auction

If you want to get the jump on everybody, follow my
advice. Go to the county and start checking everything
out a few days early. After you have the plat map and
have found the tax properties that are to be auctioned,
you don'’t have to wait until the auction! There is no
law that says you can’t go directly to the owners and
make a deal. You could offer to pay the back taxes in
exchange for part of the property (maybe it is a farm
with several houses and barns).

If you go to the auction, others might outbid you. But
if you can make a deal before the auction, you are in.
So, if you see a place you really want, go ahead and
make an offer to the owner. You have nothing to lose.

Bidding

It pays to do your homework. When you get to the
auction, you will find that most of the people bidding
against you are local people — and believe me, they
have done their homework. They might have had their
eye on a piece of land for years and have been saving
up to bid on it if it ever came up for auction. That is
the kind of competition you might get, so be prepared.

At the auction, you're tense and excited. You notice
that the bids are running pretty steep — way above the
minimums — and that worries you. A piece of land you
are interested in comes up. You put in an early bid and
youre so excited your voice squeaks. A moment later
your bid is topped and it goes on, out of your range.
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This happens two more times and you are about ready
to give up.

Then a tract comes up that you thought of as only
mildly interesting because of certain problems — too
far out in the country, too many rocks, an old, burned-
out house. But now that the other pieces are gone, this
one suddenly looks like an estate. You bid. Someone
tops it. You bid again. Silence. Whaddaya know, it’s
yours! Let your breath out. You feel like you have just
won a cross-country race. It is yours! But is it? There’s
a catch.

Redemption Period

What you have just bought is a tax certificate. There
is a waiting period from six months to three years (it
varies from county to county) before the tax certifi-
cate can be traded in for a deed. The owner has that
time to pay up the back taxes, plus 10% interest on
your money. This is called the redemption period, and
you have to sweat it out. Many owners manage to come
up with the money on the very last day allowed — so
the only thing you have left for all your dreams and
efforts is the interest on your money.

It doesn’t always work that way. | am painting it
blacker than it usually is. Many properties are up for
auction because the owner died and left no will or
heirs (called escheated land). In that case, waiting out
the redemption period is just a formality. There is not
much chance that the owner is going to come back and
reclaim the land. (At least, we have never heard of this
happening.)
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Buying land through county auctions is a chancy
business — depending on the county. That is why we
advise you to bid on several parcels if you can afford
it. If you are the top bidder on three of them, with
three tax certificates, you will be pretty certain to own
at least one of them at the end of the redemption
period. Some bidders get together with a few friends
and bid on a number ot properties. By playing the
percentages and collecting a lot of tax certificates,
each person is bound to come off with at least one
parcel at the end of the redemption period.

Leftover Land

Now to answer the question: “What happens to
property — land, houses, lots, etc. — that nobody bids
on?” Well, if you don’t write and ask about it, and
nobody comes along and asks about it, it goes back on
the block at the next auction. What happens if it still
doesn’t sell? The ownership goes back to the county.
The county doesn’t want it, but they are stuck with it
until they can unload it at the next auction, or by
direct sale for the amount of the back taxes! As a
matter of fact, many ccunties are not allowed to
charge more than the back taxes. The reason the
county wants to unload this property is that it is just
sitting there and nobody is paying taxes on it. The
county can't tax itself, so they would be happy to sell
it for the amount of back taxes just to get it back on
the tax rolls.

Let's take another look at that form letter sent to
county treasurers {Figure 4-1). The second sentence
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reads: “I am also interested in information on property
which might be for sale on a Quit Claim Deed.” Now
you see why that sentence is in there. It refers to the
property that is left over from previous county auc-
tions — property that nobody bid on — property that
is never advertised; property that very few people
know about or ever hear of — it is this property that
you can sometimes find and buy for $2.00 for a lot or
$50.00 for a house.

Some counties have so much of this unsold property
that they have a special list titled, “Properties That
May Be Sold At Anytime.” Many other counties have
such parcels, but keep no lists. But if you show up in
person at the County Treasurer’s office, they will tell
you what is available.

I know of a house in a small town in upstate New
York that sold to the next door neighbor for $15.00.
(There is arule in some counties that leftover property
must be offered to the nearest neighbor first.) You
would be amazed, though, that sometimes such prop-
erty is offered and the neighbor turns it down! Why?
It's hard to imagine, but he could have reasons. Maybe
he doesn’t need any more property. Maybe he looks at
it as just another building that would require upkeep,
that he would have a hard time renting, and that he
would have to pay taxes on. But this should not
concern you, so you can grab it up without a moment’s
hesitation.

Another example of a stupendous bargain on left-
over property is a house a friend purchased in Arling-
ton County, Virginia. Just across the Potomac from
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Washington, DC, this area is one of the richest suburbs
in the United States. He bought this house for a few
hundred dollars. For back taxes? No, in this case it
wasn't that simple, but the story is an interesting one
that we can learn something from.

Originally, the house and several others were con-
demned by Arlington County because they were in the
path of an expressway they were planning. But before
they could get started on the expressway, they
changed their minds and decided not to build it. These
houses were leftovers! After letting them sit around
vacant for a few years to deteriorate, the county tore
down several of them. My friend, an architect, kept
going back to the courthouse and asking about this
one house. They finally sold it to him. He’s done some
work on it since he bought it, but no major renovation
was required. It was run down, but not falling apart.

Yet another example is the case of Claes-Hugo
Sahlborg of Sweden. That's right — Sweden. Claes used
the Third Edition of How to Buy Land Cheap to find
a cheap house in the United States and buy it! He
wrote to several counties, including Divide County,
North Dakota (see the “Inside Tips” chapter), using the
form letter in Figure 4-1. He ended up buying a house
in Crosby, North Dakota, for $750! Figure 4-5 shows
Claes standing in front of his dream house. Yes, it
needs some repairs and some paint, but the house is
basically sound. There is little in the way of employ
ment opportunities in Crosby, but it doesn’t bother
Claes; he is retired and uses the house only 3 months
out of the year. Claes bought this property from
Sweden, sight unseen. Certainly if he can find cheap
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land from Sweden, think what’s possible if you're
already in the U.S.A.!

Figure 4-5

Claes-Hugo Sahlborg, a Swedish citizen, bought this house
in Crosby, North Dakota, for $750 using the information
tn How to Buy Land Cheap.

Yet another example of leftover land bought using
the information in this book is the case of Mr. Dennis
Chilton of Springfield, Missouri. Mr. Chilton writes,
“Thanks to the book How to Buy Land Cheap, 1 was
able to buy a lot down by the lake for $55.14. The
recording fee was $5.00 and the state ‘user’s fee’ was
$4.00, for a total cost of $64.14.”
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Mr. Chilton bought the land from Ozark County (see
the “Inside Tips” chapter). He used our form letter and
wrote to the county clerk and got back a long list of
leftover property available for immediate sale on quit
claim deed. He chose a nice lot on Bull Shoals Lake. He
plans to build a house on the lot and sell it, probably
to a senior citizen on Social Security “because of the
work situation in that area.” Employment may be hard
to find in Ozark County, but cheap land isn’t. Mr.
Chilton sent us a list of leftover land still available:
eight separate parcels, each under $100, were cur-
rently available!

The lesson here is that these bargains are every-
where, if you look for them... and keep asking ques-
ttons. Keep asking the county treasurer, tax assessor
and recorder if there arc any lettover properties for
sale. And don’t overlook the county road supervisor.
Sometimes he is the dark hurse who really knows
what is available. Remember, even if the answer is, “No,
nothing,” county officials have been known to change
their minds.

Buying Land on Quit Claim Deeds

Suppose you have a chance to buy some of this
leftover property from a county, for which you will get
a Quit Claim Deed. Here are some guidelines on how
to go about it. There may be variations, but this is
generally the way it goes.

1. Pay the back taxes. You can do this by personal

check or money order. In many cases, they are
not allowed to charge you more than the back
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taxes. If they do charge you more, it may only be
some simple fees for paperwork.

2. The county treasurer will send you your Quit
Claim Deed, and at the same time tell you that if
you wish to have the sale recorded, it will be a few
dollars more. Along with your check or money
order, you must return the deed to the County
Treasurer. (If you feel insecure about this, keep a
photocopy for yourself.)

After the deed is recorded, the County Treas-
urer will return your Quit Claim Deed to you. If
you would like to have a map showing the exact
location of your land, the treasurer will send you
that, too, for a few dollars more. If this is your
first land buy, you might want to frame the deed
and map. They are nice to look at when city life,
or your job, or something else, gets you down.

3. For future taxes, the county tax assessor will
send you a long sheet with numerous personal
property items listed on it which the county can
tax you for. If you don’t actually live on the land,
this does not apply. Just write in: “I am not a
resident,” and return it. You won’t hear anything
more about this for six months, and then you will
get your bill for the next year’s taxes, based only
on the appraised value of the land itself.
Appraised value means what the tax assessor
decides your land is worth.




Buying Land Cheap from County Governments 37

Types of Deeds

Here are some definitions for common deeds. They
should help you understand real estate and legal
Jargon when you are shopping for cheap land.

Government Patents. Signed by the President of the
United States. Given to homesteaders who fulfilled the
requirements.

Judgments and Decrees. These are court-issued
instruments which are used in such court actions as
“quiet title” judgments (see below), probate actions,
and others.

Quit Claim Deed. Transfers any and all interests a
seller has. Does not guarantee against future encum-
brances or defects of title. The seller merely “quits his
claim” to the property.

Warranty Deeds. A warranty deed assures that the
title is free and clear of encumbrances, defects and
liens, and can be sued upon if it is breached.

Tax Deeds. Issued to those who purchase property
for back taxes. In order to be marketable, tax titles
usually require a “quiet title action.” The quiet title
action is simply a suit brought against all persons,
known or unknown, who might have an interest in or
claim to a piece of property. If no one turns up at the
action with a better claim, the court issues a decree
granting clear title, as a judgment against these
parties.
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-5 .
BUYING LAND CHEAP
FROM
THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

How do you get land directly from the federal
government? There is still plenty of U.S. Government
land to get — millions of acres — but it has to be
approached through the right channels. Which brings
up one of the important points of this book, and that
is: with rare exceptions, none of this land or property
is widely advertised for sale. It is not even publicized
that such lands exist and might be for sale. But it is,
if you know where to apply. Yes, you can buy land from
the federal government. The quickest way to find a
small tract is to read the listings in the Federal
Register (available in many libraries).

The Bureau of Land Management

The best way to find out about current federal
government policies on the sale of land is to write to
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the U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land
Management, Washington, DC 20240, and ask for the
pamphlet, “Are There Any Public Lands for Sale?”
Because land sale programs change from time to time,
this pamphlet will keep you up to date and answer
common questions. For more direct results, though,
you can follow the instructions given here.

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) handles the
sale of most federally owned lands. The national office
of the BLM used to keep a record of all BLM land for
sale anywhere, and publish a listing in a magazine
called Our Public Lands. Now, they no longer keep any
such listing, and Our Public Lands is just a feature
magazine of articles on land use policies. While Con-
gress has set the guidelines for the sale of public land,
control over auctions of BLM lands has been turned
over to BLM regional offices.

While the BLM owns millions of acres of land, they
are stingy about selling it off. Land to be sold must first
meet the following criteria:

1. The government doesn’t need the land (that
includes state and local governments, who must
be offered the land first).

2. The land must be uneconomical to manage (scat-
tered, isolated tracts with no apparent value).

3. The reasons the lands were acquired are no
longer in force.

4. Sale of the land serves a public objective.

Basically, what all this means is that the federal
government doesn’t want to part with land unless it
has to. When it has land it doesn’t really want, it
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usually tries to swap it for land it does want. When
land is offered for sale, there is preference given to
neighboring property owners. Finally, when they do
sell the land to the general public, they usually reserve
mineral rights and any other easements they think
might come in handy some day

So if you think there’s no land available from the
BLM, you're only half right. There’s still a chance to get
in on some very good deals, before Congress shuts the
land buying window altogether. The way things are
going, the federal government is never going to sell
land — just play landlord, or swap unwanted land for
other land it wants. But right now, some regional BLMs
sell off a lot of land. If you are discouraged because the
ones you write to don’t have land for sale, then
broaden your horizons. The BLM in Nevada sells
thousands of acres of land every few months, and it’s
not just desert, either. Much of the land is prime
residential subdivision property (and some of the bids
are quite high). Figure 5-1 shows a page of the bid
results from the August 15, 1990, BLM of Nevada sale.
While the parcels of land aren't described except as to
size, the chart gives you some idea of the value of these
lands and how the bidding goes.

In our recent survey of BLM offices, we found that
most had no land for sale, some keep mailing lists and
some do not. A few of the western offices had land for
sale, and some of the prices were quite good ($50
parcels in Oregon, Wyoming and Nevada, for example).
Many of the offices sent beautiful maps. Others were
much less helpful. If you're interested in land in a
certain area, and the BLM doesn’t have anything, you'll
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have to try other sources. But if you don’t care where
your cheap land is located, you can find some at rock-
bottom prices from the BLM.

Because everything is done on the regional level,
you’ll have to do a little more work if you want to find
out about land sales in different states. Each BLM
regional office sets its own policies regarding the sale
of lands. All of them require that the purchaser be a
U.S. citizen or corporation, but they differ as to
whether sales are by auction or sealed bid, the amount
of deposit required for bidding, and how quickly the
balance must be paid by successful bidders.

You can get information on the lands available for
sale and the methods for conducting sales from each
BLM regional office as listed below. I recommend that
you use a form letter like the one in Figure 5-2 if you're
going to contact more than a couple of these offices.
This should get you the kind of accurate information
you need to get to the next step: bidding on a piece of
land.
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Las Vegas. Nevada, BLM auction
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Your Name
Your Street Address
Your City, State, Zip Code

Date

Bureau of Land Management
Regional Office Address
City, State, Zip Code

Dear Sir or Madam,

I am interested in purchasing land from the
federal government. Could you please send me
notification of any BLM auctions in your jurisdic-
tion, along with descriptions of the property for sale,
bid applications, and rules and regulations concern-
ing bidding procedures?

I would also like to have my name placed on your
mailing list for notification of future land sales.

Thank you for your assistance.

Sincerely,

(Signature)

Figure 5-2

A sample form letter to use when writing to
Bureau of Land Management regional offices.

Bidding on BLM Land

This is where the going gets tricky. While the sale of
BLM land is technically administered by BLM regional
offices, the actual sales are conducted by BLM district
offices (subdivisions of regional offices). If you want to
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bid on a piece of land, you write to a district office to
get a description of the land, the date of the sale, and
the application and bid forms.

Sale of BLM land is typically handled this way: When
the regional BLM determines that pieces of land are
excess to its needs, it initiates the sales process. Land
is offered for sale using one of the following three
methods: competitive bids (with preferences for
nearby landowners), competitive public bids, or non-
competitive direct sales. The competitive public bids
can be either by mail (sealed bids) or by oral auction.
In either case, you do not have to be present to bid (in
the case of oral bids, you can send a representative).

Bids that are mailed must be accompanied by a
deposit, usually equal to some fraction of the minimum
bid (say, 10%). The land goes to the highest bidder. In
most cases, the land must be paid for in full, imme-
diately. Sometimes, the federal government will give an
extension on financing, if the high bidder is a non-
profit organization and the land is intended for
“public” use. But the BLM does not provide any long-
term financing for sales. Deposits are promptly
returned to the losing bidders.

None of the land offered for sale by the BLM has ob-
vious agricultural uses. Such lands are offered for
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