
Getting to Know the U.S. Census 

For genealogy research 



What we will cover today 

• What is in the U.S Census? 
• How was it taken and recorded? 
• Why look at them? 
• Where can you find them? 
• Sample Searches 
• Tips and Tricks 



What is the census? 

• Mandated by the U.S. Constitution to learn 
about the population 

• 1790 Census helped identify possible 
soldiers 

• 1830 indicated the number of persons who 
may be in need of disability assistance 

• 1940 tracked the impact of the Great 
Depression 



How was it taken and recorded? 

• Marshall of the U.S. judicial districts 
• Visited every household 
• Posted the results in 2 public places 

in the jurisdiction 
• Transmitted the results to the U.S. 

President 



When was it recorded? 

Every 10 years on a specific date: 
1790August 2 
1800August 4 
1810 August 6 
1820 August 7 

1830-1900 June 1 
1910 April 15 

1920January 1 
1930April 1 (in Alaska October 1, 1929) 

1940 April 1 
 







Why look at census records? 



“There is probably no other single 
group of records in existence which 
contain more information about 
persons and families who lived in 
the U.S.” 

Val Greenwood, author of The 
Researcher’s Guide to American 

Genealogy 



Where can you find them? 

Family History Library 
• Ancestry Library Edition 
• Heritage Quest Online 
• Family Search 

 
Santa Clara City Library 
• Ancestry Library Edition 
• Heritage Quest Online 
• Family Search 





















What about 
1930? 
1920? 
1910? 
1900? 
1890? 

 



U.S. Census 
1930 





U.S. 
Census 

1910 



U.S. 
Census 
1900 



What about the 1890 U.S. Census? 



Most of the 1890 Population Schedules 
were badly damaged by a fire in the 
Commerce Building in January 1921.  It 
pointed out the need for safe storage for 
documents. 



U.S. Census 1850 

Abraham Lincoln, Atty. At Law 



John Adams 
future U.S. 
President 



Tips and Tricks for Finding 
Elusive Relatives in the US 

Census 



Work from yourself into the past 
to ensure accuracy and save time 
 
Document sources so you don’t 
have to repeat the search 



Filing in Search Forms 
Limit your search to: 

• Name 
• An Event (birth, marriage, 

death) 
• Use the most exact location 

possible 



Names 
Census takers wrote what they 
heard and indexers wrote their 
best guess from the writing 
• Phonetic 
• Nicknames 
• Initials 



Names 
William Coleman Young 
could be: 
Wm., Billy, Bill, William, 
W.C., Will, Willy, Cole, 
William C. 



Search for another family 
member or browse the township 



Still can’t find your ancestor in 
the Census? 

• You might be looking in the wrong location, 
specifically county. 

• Boundaries for counties changed often 
before most were settled in the 1920s 

• Use Map Guide to the U.S. Federal Census 
1790-1920 where you can see boundaries by 
both state and year (also found on Heritage 
Quest Online) 





Try Books 
• Finding Answers in U.S. Census Records by 

Loretta Dennis Szucs & Matthew Wright  GR 
929.1 S99 

• 1890 Genealogical Reconstruction: Ohio edition 
by Sherida K. Eddlemon and Patricia P. Nelson 

• Free Black heads of households in the New York 
State federal census, 1790-1830 by Alice Eicholz 

• Many more… 



Soundex System – 1880-1920  



Interpret economic data accurately 



The Value of a Dollar: prices and 
incomes in the United States, 
1860-2009 
The Value of a Dollar: the 
colonial era to the Civil War, 
1660-1865 


