Lesson1: The U.S. Census

Introduction

The United States census is a count of all of the people living in the United States and
U.S. Territories. The census has been conducted every ten years since 1790. Every
census is a little different: In the first four censuses, only the head of a household
(usually male) was listed by name. In 1850, everyone in the household was named,
but no relationships or marital statuses were given. 1870 is the first census in which
most people of color living in the U.S. at the time would have appeared by name.
Some censuses include immigration date or disability status; some asked whether the
males were military veterans - it all depends on the information the government
thought would be useful at the time.

Most census records from 1790 to 1950 are currently available to researchers - with
the exception of the 1890 census, which was destroyed by a fire in the Commerce
Department building in 1921. Census records are kept confidential for 72 years to
protect the privacy of respondents. The 1950 census was released in 2022; the 1960
census will be released in 2032.

What good are census records?

To a genealogical researcher, they're a gold mine. Even the early ones show where
someone lived at the time of the census and the members of their household (named
or not). Later censuses give ages, occupations, relationships, the birthplace of both
the respondent and their parents, whether they owned or rented their home - and the
list goes on.

How was the information in census records acquired?

In modern times, someone in each U.S. household responds to a mailed form - orin
the case of the 2020 census, an online form. But even today, sometimes the
information is gathered the same way it has been since the beginning: A designated
neighborhood census taker knocks on the front door and asks the questions of an
adult living in the house.

This means there are a lot of ways small inconsistencies can creep into the census.
Take, for example, the last name Baines - or Baynes, or Banes. If the census taker
didn't ask how to spell a name, they might have simply written down what they
assumed the correct spelling to be. The person responding to the questions might
have given a nickname for their daughter - Polly instead of Mary, for instance. Or they
may have assumed that a government representative wanted a legal first name name,



so even if your great-grandmother Mary Elizabeth Smith went by Beth all her life, she
may have been called Mary in the census. Ages were often estimated, a wife
answering for a husband might get his parents’ birthplaces wrong, or a husband
might forget exactly how long he'd been married.

So, the information in a census record is indeed valuable, but it's also best to confirm
the information you find there with other records as well.

Exercise

NOTE: You are welcome to print out these pages if it's easier for you to read, but the
printed version may be harder to read than the image on the screen. Also, if you can't
read cursive, you may need help with this and other exercises involving old records.

A copy of a page from the 1940 U.S. Census follows. Answer the following questions
based on what you see.

(A blank 1940 form is also included to help you with the column headings, which can
be very unclear in some copies. This particular one came from the National Archives
and Records Administration website.)

Look for John Edward Cox in the 1940 census record below. (Keep in mind that
names are not exact!): Listed as “J.E. Cox."”

1. What city did the Cox family live in in 1940? What about 19357
1940: Montgomery, AL (top left)
1935: Column 17: “same place,” so - Montgomery, AL

2. How many people were in the household with John Edward? Were they all related
to him?

Answer: 4 people besides J.E. Two were related: his wife and son; two were
lodgers, meaning they rented rooms in the Coxes’ house.

3. Where were the Coxes born? All were born in Georgia.

4. What was the age of the Coxes’ son, Anthony? 1

5. Occupations can be hard to read, as census takers often tried to cram a lot of
information into a small space. Mr. Cox’s occupation was “Traveling Salesman,



Wholesale Shoes.” What other occupations can you see on this page? Which ones are
interesting to you?

From top: Sales manager, auto parts; Stenographer, auto parts shop; Secretary,
private business; supervisor, WPA Sewing Project; Practical Nurse, spec. care
[specialized care?]; Secretary, City Welfare Dept.; Secretary, Farm Security; Civil
Engineer, Farm Security; Cotton Broker, raw cotton; Civil Engineering, highway
eng.; Merchant, raw cotton; Traveling salesman, Wholesale shoes; Attendant,
oils and greases; Attendant, oils and greases; Merchant, retail clothing;
Merchant, retail clothing; Circulation manager, Newspaper.

6. What is the exact date of this page of the census? April 25, 1940 (top right)

7. Look at column 12, which indicates marital status. What do you think S, M, D, and
Wd mean? Single, Married, Divorced, Widowed.

8. What is the Coxes’ street address? 206 Park Avenue.

9. The household of Stella Sacks is interesting, as there is something about a member
of her household that is unique among all the other people on this page. What is it?
There are two answers: (1) Ernestine Blenheim, the mother, was born in
Germany - she is the only person of foreign birth listed on this page. (2)
Ernestine is the oldest person on the page.

10. Challenge question: If you have access to Google Maps or another mapping tool,
search for an address on this page. See where in the city this neighborhood is, and
look for street names you see on this page. While urban areas like this one have
probably changed quite a bit since 1940, sometimes you can use a modern map to
follow the route the census taker took from house to house.
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