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June 2022

Class 1: A History of the Census for 
Family Historians

Making the Most of 
the US Federal Census

Meet today’s presenter

Lindsay Fulton
VP of Research and Library Services

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Purpose of the U.S. Federal Census
• How was it organized?
• How does this affect our research?
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Voice of Lindsay Fulton
VP Research & Library 
Services

What is the census?

U.S. Federal Census
• Authorized by Article 1, Section 2, of the U.S. 

Constitution to make an accurate count of the U.S. 
population for representative purposes (1787)

• Taken every ten years-
– 1st enumeration- 2 August 1790
– The 1950 census (last available census)-1 April 1950  
– The last census- 1 April 2020
– Next census to become available- 1 April 2032

• Began under the jurisdiction of U.S. State Department 
(1790-1840); currently, under the U.S. Census Bureau

4

5

6

Class 1: Making the Most of the US Federal Census

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



5/31/2022

3

Purpose
• Apportionment- 435 seats in the U.S. House of 

Representatives divided among the 50 states, 
based on the state population

• Redistricting- The results are used to adjust or 
redraw electoral districts based on where 
populations have increased or decreased

• Federal Funding and Policy-It helps communities 
get its fair share for schools, hospitals, roads, and 
public works

Technology
• Radios: 1930, 1940, 

1950, 1960, 1970

• Television Sets: 1950, 
1960, 1970

• Telephone: 1960, 1970, 
1980, 1990, 2000

• Air Conditioning: 1960, 
1970, 1980

Depending on the census year, a 
schedule can reveal… 

• Name

• Age

• Relationships

• Place of birth

• Parents’ place of birth

• Marital status

• No. of children born

• Year of immigration

• Naturalization status

• Veteran status

• Education level

• Occupation

• Income level

• Value of real estate
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How did the 
government organize 

the enumeration of 
the census?

Federal Project
• Organized hierarchy 

• Enumerator training

• Written instructions 
– Prepared forms (1830 and after)

• Planned conservation and maintenance 

• Reporting and data   

Organized Hierarchy
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1790-1840

Congress
Article 1, Section 2

State 
Department

Sec. of State

Courts

Federal Judge

Marshall
Lead Enumerator

Assistant
Enumerator

Assistant
Enumerator

Assistant
Enumerator

Assistant
Enumerator

1850-1870 
Congress

Article 1, Section2

U.S. Census 
Office
Est. 1850

Sec. of State

State or Territory

Marshall

Lead Enumerator

Assistant

Enumerator

Assistant

Enumerator

Assistant

Enumerator

Assistant

Enumerator

1880-1950 

Congress

Article 1, Section 2

U.S. Census 
Office
Est. 1850

Marshall

Lead Enumerator

Assistant

Enumerator

Assistant

Enumerator

Assistant

Enumerator

Assistant

Enumerator
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Enumerator Training

Early Training

Marshall
Lead Enumerator

Assistant
Enumerator

Assistant
Enumerator

Assistant
Enumerator

Assistant
Enumerator

Modern Enumerator Training 
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Written Instructions

Instructions
• Assigned area (Enumeration District)

• When to start enumeration (Census Day)

• What form to use

• Questions to ask

• How to enumerate information 

• How to submit information 

Assigned Area
• 1790-1870-

enumerators were 
assigned a specific 
division, usually 
town, city, or county

• 1880-present-
enumerators were 
assigned an 
enumeration district 
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Enumeration District Maps
• National Archives and Records Administration
– Physical (1880-1990)
– https://catalog.archives.gov/ (20th century)

• FamilySearch.org (20th century)

• Ancestry.com (20th century)

When to start?
• Enumeration Day
– Date that the census taker arrived at the front door 

to record the data.

• Census Day-
– Date established by the US Government as the 

benchmark for households when answering a 
census question. 

Census Day

1790‐
1800

1810 1820 1830‐
1900

1910 1920

2 August 6 August 7 August 1 June 15 April 1 January

1930‐
2020

1 April
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1870 Census-Bedford, TN

QUESTIONS?

1830-19501790-1820

Population Schedule
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Non-Population Schedules
• Agriculture Schedules

• Defective, Dependent, and Delinquent Classes

• Indian Censuses

• Industry and Manufacturing 

• Mortality Schedules

• Slave Schedules
• Social Statistics Schedules

• Veterans Schedules 

Specific Forms

1880 Mortality Schedule, Deer Lodge, MT

Questions to Ask
• Name

• Relationship to the head of household

• Profession, occupation, or trade

• Nature of industry

• Place of birth

• Married within the year

• Can speak English

• Person sick on the day of enumeration

• And many more….
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Resources
• The Census Book: Facts, Schedules & Worksheets for the U.S. 

Federal Censuses by William Dollarhide

• Map Guide to the U.S. Federal Censuses, 1790–1920 by William 
Dollarhide and William Thorndale 

• Portable Genealogist: Using the Federal Census: 1790–1840 
and Using the Federal Census 1850-1950 by Lindsay Fulton

• FamilySearch wiki

• Ancestry.com

• United States Census Bureau- census.gov/history 

census.gov/history

familysearch.org/wiki
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ancestry.com/cs/census-forms

Procedure to Enumerate 
Information

• 1790-1840
– General guidelines provided by the Marshall
– 1790 instructions survive

• 1850-2020
– Specific instructions given to each assistant

• Frequently asked questions
• Common mistakes
• Clarification   

census.gov/history
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census.gov/history

census.gov/history/pdf/1870instructions-2.pdf

How to Walk Down the Street

Urban

Rural
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Not Home?

1940 U.S. Federal Census, Clear Creek, CO

Not home?
First Canvasing 

Second Attempt

1950 U.S. Federal Census, Carroll Co., MS

Refuse to answer?

1870 U.S. Federal Census, NYC
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On Vacation?

1950 U.S. Federal Census, Monroe, Co., FL

Individual Census Reports

New York CityBoston, MA

Duplicates?
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Tip
Doesn’t make sense? 

Check the census 
instructions

QUESTIONS?

Submitting 
information
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1790-1820

Assistant  Original 
Enumeration

Original 
Schedule

Copy of the 
Original 
Schedule

One of the 
Schedules

Marshall

Schedule 
filed w/ 
court

Statistical 
report filed 
w/ SOS or 
POTUS

On May 28, 1830, clerk of courts directed to transmit 
the 1790‐1820 censuses to Department of State

1810- Leyden, Ma

Extant Records

49

50

51

Class 1: Making the Most of the US Federal Census

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



5/31/2022

18

1830- 1840

Assistant 
Original 

Enumeration Marshall

One 
schedule 
filed w/ 
court

Court

One 
schedule  
sent to SOS

Pre‐printed forms distributed 
to assistants

1850-1870

Assistant  Original 
Enumeration

Centralized Census Office 
established

County 
Courthouse

One schedule 
filed w/ County 
Courthouse

State/territorial 
SOS

One schedule 
filed w/ 

centralized 
Census Office

One schedule 
filed w/ 

state/territorial 
SOS

1880

Assistant 
Original 

Enumeration

Enumeration 
District 

Supervisor

Copy of the 
schedule sent 
to Census 
Office 

Original 
Enumeration 

filed w/ 
county court

U.S. Census Office assumed 
complete control over 

enumeration 
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1890-1950

Assistant 
Original 

Enumeration

Enumeration 
District 

Supervisor

1921 fire destroyed the majority of 
the 1890 schedules

Centralized 
Census 
Office

Known 1890 Records Remaining After 
the 1921 Fire

How does this affect 
research?
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1860 U.S. Census-Washington Co, Maine

Court Copy

Federal Copy
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1850-1870

Assistant  Original 
Enumeration

Centralized Census Office 
established

County 
Courthouse

One schedule 
filed w/ County 
Courthouse

State/territorial 
SOS

One schedule 
filed w/ 

centralized 
Census Office

One schedule 
filed w/ 

state/territorial 
SOS

Tip
Look at the first and 

last page of the 
enumeration 

U.S. Federal Census-1810
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How to Find Unknown Copies
• Examine county court records

• Ask local historical societies and libraries

• Search collections on Archive Grid

researchworks.oclc.org/archivegrid/

1810 U.S. Federal Census Salem, MA
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Review
How was the U.S. Census enumerated and 
organized?

a) Hierarchy
b) Enumerator Training
c) Written Instructions

1. Enumeration Districts
2. Census Day
3. Questions
4. Procedures
5. Submission 

d) Prepared Forms
e) Planned Conservation and 

Maintenance
f) Reporting and Data

• Organized

• All in one place

• Predictable 

• Mistakes due to human 
error and sloppiness

• Too many cooks 

ConsPros

How does this affect research?

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

Copyright ©2022
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