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WHAT
YOU’LL
FIND
WITHIN:


What is a census?



Where did the
idea come from?



Post 1840 U.S.
Census details



Pre 1850 U.S.
Census details



Common myths



Uses and substitutes



Search tips
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Censuses are statistical
documents created by governments to monitor the extent and
state of the population within
their borders. A census can be
as concise as a head count,
with some simple breakdowns
by race, age, legal status and
gender. Or, it can be so complex as to contain economic
details (occupation, income,
property), ages, names, household composition, marital status,
longevity of relationships, educational attainment, places of
origin, etc. Fortunately for us,
from the mid 1800’s, many governments in the western world
began keeping detailed census
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C e n s u s :
Y o u r H i g h w a y
t h e P a s t

enumerations.
Like most records that genealogists use, censuses were
not compiled with the intention of
assisting future family and local
historians. They were designed
to help governments plan programs and administrative efforts
and to lay the groundwork for
raising revenue. However, if
used cautiously, these records
are probably the single most
helpful tool in the arsenal of any
beginning genealogist.

High Point, N.C. 27261
(336) 883-3637
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We use the census, which
is typically taken every ten
years, as a kind of superhighway into the past. With each ten
year cycle, new information
about individual families is recorded. By using the ages of
known ancestors in particular
census years, we can find them
again at each earlier ten year
interval, eventually tracing them
to childhood, and the names
and ages of previous ancestors.
Pretty soon, a skeletal outline of
forebears materializes with birth
dates and residences. We can
build on this outline by using
other categories of local records
described in additional guides in
this series.

T h o u g h t

HOURS:
MON: 10:00—6:00
TUE-THU: 10:00—8:00
FRI: 10:00—6:00
SAT: 9:00-1:00, 2:00-6:00
SUN: CLOSED

Censuses have been taken as
early as ancient times. For instance, the Bible tells the story
of King David’s intention to take
a census of the Kingdom of
Israel. A divine curse fell upon
him for doing this, since the
covenant with the patriarchs
had included a promise to give
them descendants “without
number.” The Romans likewise

enumerated population for taxation purposes. These records
also kept track of those enjoying
the privilege of Roman citizenship. The earliest census in the
English tradition was undoubtedly that created at the behest
of William the Conqueror in
1086. This record, called the
Domesday Book, is more like a
tax list than a census, but it did

enumerate all the assets belonging to each manor in the
kingdom and all landowners.
Censuses began to be kept in
the British Empire in the early
19th century but only record
names in 1841 and after. The
U.S. Census is mandated by the
Constitution (Article I, Section 2)
to be taken every ten years and
began in 1790.
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R e c o r d s

The Po st -1840 U.S. Schedules
The first and most important
thing to remember is that population details are not available to the
public until after 72 years have
passed. This means that the 1940
census is the most recent schedule family researchers can access.

of the information it gives. The
1850 to 1880 censuses also
constitute a group markedly
similar in detail, although the
1880 census offers a bit more
data than its predecessors. The
1890 census was destroyed in a
fire in the Department of Commerce building in 1921 except
for limited fragments.

Each census schedule looks
a bit different and contains slightly
different information. The 1910 to
1930 schedules have very similar
information and are laid out similarly. The 1900 census stands
alone and is quite unique in some

The censuses during the
period from 1880 to 1930 were
created with soundex (see sidebar) card indexes (on microfilm)
which are also available to assist
you with searching for particular
names. However, all census
records have now been digitized
and the cards are less helpful
than they used to be.

Did you know?
Soundex is a coding
system used to group
words (like surnames)
that sound similar
together so that they can
be searched together.

So what information are you
likely to find in the census from
1850 forward? First of all, I’ll
detail the features they all have

in common. You will find geographical information at the top of
each census page (state, county,
township, incorporated place or
post office, ward, enumeration
district, and the like), the census
date, the name of the census
enumerator, and the page number. Each household is divided
from its neighbor by dwelling and
family numbers. The name of
each individual in the household is
given along with his/her gender,
race, age, and occupation.
In 1850 and 1860, real estate
and personal property values are
added. Place of birth for each
person (usually just the state or
country) is also given. Beginning
in 1880, enumerators recorded
marital status, the relationship of
every person to the head of
household and the place of birthfor father and mother.

There are also notations for
persons with disabilities —
lunacy, blindness, etc.— and
education, usually the ability to
read or write and whether or
not children are attending
school.
In 1900, we get information about the number of
children born to each woman to
date, the number of those still
alive, the month and year of
birth, the date of immigration,
naturalization status, and the
number of years married. It is
common from this point forward
to see the names of roads and
streets written in the left hand
margin, particularly in urban
areas. In 1910 and after, home
and farm ownership, property
values and rents, and number
of marriage show up. By 1930,
age at first marriage appears.

The 1900 Census of Orange Co., NC— showing the author’s ancestor John E. Cates and family

M y t h

B u s t e r s !
a l w a y s

The census was taken by enumerators in those days, people
hired by the government to go
house -to-house asking for
information. Sometimes, they
knew their neighborhoods well.
Sometimes, (particularly in the
1870 census in the Southeast,)
they did not. Sometimes they
were good at understanding
dialects or spelling names.

Other times, they were not.
Sometimes they were given
correct information or asked
people who knew the information they needed. Other
times, they asked the wrong
person, a child or a neighbor, or
were purposefully misinformed.
Sometimes houses were
missed. Sometimes nicknames
or initials instead of full names

T h e c e n s u s
r i g h t

were given. Sometimes errors were
made in creating a fair copy from
an original field copy.
Always treat census material
with skepticism and compare it to
other records. And don’t give up
searching for your ancestors, just
because it appears that they were
missed. Did they move? Was their
information garbled? Were they
given an incorrect surname?
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T h e P r e - 18 5 0 U. S . C e n s u s :
Not a throw -away!
It is usually easy to convince new
researchers of the importance of census records. So many of their early
discoveries are drawn from the later
census years that the utility of these
records is obvious. That is, until they
get to the year 1840.

non-white people and slaves in even
broader age categories. There is also
sometimes special information about
Revolutionary War veterans (in 1840)
and the number of people in the
household employed in agriculture,
trade or industry.

people with a certain surname who
might be the parent of an ancestor
found in later censuses. They also document who lived close to whom (unless
the list has been alphabetized, which is
sometimes the case), since the census
taker traveled from door to door. Since
The appearance of the schedWhen people see this list of num- neighbors were often related, this is
ules from 1790 to 1840 is so different bers next to names, they usually des- important information. The pre-1850
enumerations are also some of the only
from those that come later. Only one pair. What they don’t realize is that
person in each household is named
the pre-1850 censuses are a bonan- records that exist to help you with poor
and landless ancestors. Use them wise— the head of the household. After
za for those who know how to use
ly, and you’ll reap inestimable benefits.
that, everyone appears on one line as them. For one thing, by studying the
a number in an age / gender category. age and gender categories, you may
“
There are separate areas to record
be able to narrow down the range of

The 1820 Census of Orange Co., NC—showing the author’s ancestor, Barnard Cate
and neighbors

Myth Busters!
S c h e d u l e s

a r e

t h e

By no means, my friend! The
population schedule is just the
beginning. Tap in to other
“supplemental schedules.” The
1850 to 1880 censuses have
attached mortality schedules
that give the names of people
who died within the year prior to
the census date, along with age,
cause of death, month of death
and other pertinent information.

When people see this list
of numbers next to names,
they usually despair.
...They don’t realize…
that the pre-1850
censuses are a bonanza
for those who know how
to use them.”

T h e P o p u l a t i o n
e n d o f t h e r o a d .
The 1850 to 1880 censuses also
have agricultural and manufacturing schedules which
document each farm and factory
and what it produced in great
detail—including tenant farmers.
Finally, the 1850 and 1860 censuses include slave schedules
in Southern states. Find out if
your ancestor owned slaves (the
personal estate value in the
population schedule will give

you a tip-off in 1860). If your ancestor was a slave, narrow down
the number of his/her potential
owners. For any person doing
slave research, finding the owner’s name is the key to pushing
an inquiry back into the antebellum period. No names of slaves
are given in the schedule, but the
number, age, sex, and race of
slaves appear, along with the
number of slave dwellings.
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The Pay-Off!

R e c o r d s

So, clearly, census records can do a lot for you. Some benefits are obvious, others less so. Here is an
abbreviated list, along with some cautions about assuming too much.


Clearly, census records tell you who was living with whom in a particular year and give you hard
evidence about who was or might have been father and mother to whom. Just remember that
some individuals living in a household may have been unrelated or distantly related.



Census records help you to document movements from one place to another. Now that they are
searchable through Internet sites like Ancestry.com, HeritageQuest and FamilySearch through
every name indexes, you can search for a name across all states every ten years and find where
a relative moved. Just remember that a person with the same name, about the right age,
even born in the right state, is not always the same person.



Censuses help you to study neighborhoods and find other clues about who may be related to you,
unless the listings have been alphabetized. How close another person appears in relation to
your ancestor in the schedule can be an indicator of how close they lived to them, but not always.



Census records help you to compute ages of ancestors and get a rough idea of when they might have died between two census
years. For instance, pay attention when there is a gap between the births of children in a single family. This could indicate that an
earlier spouse died and the ancestor remarried. It could indicate that the patriarch was away from home for awhile—perhaps at war
— or that children were lost to disease or accident. If an ancestor disappears from one year to another, it is true that he may have
died, but it is also possible that he was on a trip, was working away from home, moved away, remarried, divorced or was simply
omitted from the family’s self report. Remember also that ages of ancestors are often incorrect, as folks didn’t always know
their ages exactly or liked to conceal them from nosey strangers.

CENSUS SUBSTITUTES: Sometimes you’ll find that particular census records are missing for certain counties or certain states for specific years. Virginia and Tennessee are particularly plagued in this way, but so is North Carolina in 1790 and 1820. What to do? Look for
tax lists to substitute for them. They are not as helpful but do provide the names of adult, taxable males and are arranged geographically. Also, some jurisdictions have state census records to fall back on.

Electronic Census Searchin’
I remember the bad old days, when for every
census record we wanted, we first had to look up
the name of the head of household in a printed
index or compute a soundex code for a surname,
then look up the given name on the soundex
microfilm reel before looking at the actual population schedule on another census reel. Printed
census indexes usually didn’t cover everyone in a
household, just the head or any person who didn’t
have the same surname as the head. All that is
behind us now that we have scanned electronic
databases of census images, with powerful
search engines we can use to search for any
person’s name. The only trouble is that these
search engines are based on indexes created by
human beings who entered every single name in
them by looking at the longhand on the original
census pages. Particularly with Ancestry.com, it
seems as though only one individual read each
name and entered it into the index. There was no
cross-checking or umpiring in deciding what a
name actually was. Moreover, the indexers usual-

ly did not have expertise in the geographical
areas where they were indexing.
It is not surprising then, given how
hard some of the handwriting is to read, that
there are many mistakes in the indexes. This
means that the person using the search function for Ancestry or HeritageQuest has to use
some imagination when their first attempt to
find someone in a census fails:
1.

2.

3.

Try using the soundex option on the
search box instead of the exact match
option. This only applies to surnames.
Use wildcards for names. Find out what
the wildcard symbol is for the database
you are using (for Ancestry it is an asterisk [*]). This way you can search for any
name beginning in “Sus” for Susan or
Susanne or Susanna by typing “Sus*”.
Don’t overload the search box. By
including everything you know about
your ancestor you are likely to reduce
your hits to 0. Focus on names, places,
race and possibly date of birth (with a

range around it of at least 1 or 2 years).
4.

Search for the names of other members
of the family alive that census year.

5.

Extend your search to other counties, or
remove the place of residence altogether
and instead type in the state of birth.

6.

Search for just the first name and age in
a certain place in case the surname was
misread beyond your ability to guess at it.

7.

Search for initials or nicknames instead
of the formal given name that you know.

8.

Try searching for the given name in the
surname slot and the surname in the given name. It sounds crazy, but sometimes
names have been entered in reverse
order by the indexer.

9.

Omit prefixes like Mac (Rae for McRae),
O (Neill for O’Neill), De, Van or Vander
from the beginning of surnames. In some
cases, they have been interpreted as
middle names by indexers.

The more ingenious and flexible you are in
your search, the more likely you are to strike
gold.

