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U.S. Census History
❖ The U.S. census is taken every 10 years

❖ The first U.S. census was taken in 1790

❖ It was called a “Heads of household” census

❖ Usually included only men, with an occasional widow 

❖ From 1790 to 1840, only heads of household were included

❖ Others were marked in buckets by age-range and gender

❖ Starting in 1850 every individual was named

❖ The 1890 census was destroyed in a fire in 1921



Released to the public

❖ The census is open to the public after 72 years 

❖ The most recent census now available is 1940

❖ The 1950 census will be available in 2022 

❖ But it’s already 2018!



Different years, different questions

❖ Basics are gender, marital status, age at last birthday etc.

❖ Year of immigration and status

❖ Number of years married (1900, 1910) or age at first 
marriage (1930)

❖ For women, number of children born and number still 
living (1900, 1910)

❖ Birthplace and parents’ birthplaces



Some states also had their own census

❖ New York state took the census on the “5” years

❖ From 1855 to 1925 (1892 instead of 1895)

❖ Varies by state



Many reasons for errors
❖ The informant:

❖ Didn’t have the correct information

❖ Intentionally gave mis-information

❖ Was not understood by the census-taker

❖ The census-taker:

❖ Spelling, what spelling?

❖ Didn’t understand immigrants very well



Gather the information

❖ Before looking at census records, review what you 
know

❖ Names, places and professions

❖ Family members

❖ Especially important with common names

❖ Errors are made when more than person has the same 
or a similar name



For example
❖ Marcia Ziedenberg from Connecticut 

❖ Start with the 1940 census and go backwards



Drill down  
to specific years  

to find a particular 
census



Marcia in 1940



Marcia in 1940
❖ Squeeze out as much info. as possible

❖ Look at every column



What are those codes?
❖ stevemorse.org

❖ Deciphering Codes Appended to the 1910 to 1950 census in 
one step



Census by address
❖ stevemorse.org

❖ Find ED (Enumeration District) then browse the records



Marcia in 1930
❖ A great clue here

❖ And a nice house!



Marcia in 1930



Marcia in 1920
❖ “Mother-in-law" is incorrect. Dora was Samuel’s mother. 

❖ Year of immigration for Dora 1880, year naturalized 1895

❖ Two of Samuel’s brothers are listed



Samuel in 1910
❖ Samuel’s father is revealed

❖ 35 years married

❖ Number of children born and still living



Samuel in 1900
❖ Month and year of birth

❖ 27 years married.

❖ Number of children born and still living



Questions?


