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What Can the 
Census Tell You?
A census is the procedure of 
acquiring information about 
every member of a given 
population.
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WHY TAKE THE CENSUS?
After every census taken in the U.S., Congress first decides how 
many total seats there will be in the U. S. House of Representatives, 
then divides that number into the figure for the total U.S. 
population. This determines how many persons one congressman 
will represent.
By dividing that number into each state’s population, it can be 
determined how many  U.S. representatives can come from each 
state. After each decennial census, it is the responsibility of the state 
legislatures to decide the new congressional boundaries within their 
state, and to ensure that each area is equal to that portion of the 
population for one U.S. representative. The exception to this rule 
applies to states whose entire population is less than one 
congressional allotment—all states must have at least one 
representative.
For the first census in 1790, George Washington asked the Sheriffs to 
ride their countryside and count the people so representation could 
be determined.



THE CENSUS DAY
In each enabling law authorizing a census to be taken, Congress 
specified a “census day” for gathering the census information from 
each household in America. From 1790 to 1820, the census day was 
the first Monday in August. The census day was not the day the 
enumerator arrived at a household; it was the day for which all the 
statistics of the census was collected.  The actual instructions given to 
al the U.S. marshals explains: …..all the questions refer to the day 
when the enumeration is to commence: the first Monday in August 
next. Your assistants will thereby understand that they are to insert in 
their returns all the persons belonging to the family on the first 
Monday in August, even those who may be deceased at the time 
whether take the account: and, on the other hand, that they will not 
include in it, infants born after that day.





THE EARLY CENSUS TAKERS

Since the first census of 1790, the states have not been involved in taking a 
national census except to review and act on the reports generated. The 
national census has always been a federal responsibility. Congress did not get 
around to creating a “Census Office” until just before the 1850 census. If it 
were not a responsibility of a state, who was the agency responsible for 
taking the census?
The first nine censuses (1790-1870) were conducted by assistant federal 
marshals of the United States Federal Court system. One U.S. marshal was 
assigned to each federal court district, and it was his job to hire and manage 
the assistant marshals to take the census in his district. In each territory, the 
territorial governor was responsible for the census enumeration. The federal 
court districts did not always match up with state boundaries. For example, at 
the time of the 1790 census, there were 16 federal court districts, but only 14 
states. Vermont entered the Union as the 14th state in early 1791. Soon after, 
Congress passed a special law to include Vermont in the first census, with a 
census day designated as the first Monday in April, 1791, and with five 
months allowed  to take the census there. In subsequent censuses, several 
states had more than one federal court district. Today, some larger states 
have as many as four or five federal court districts.



SPELLING MISTAKES

During the 1800’s, the “double S” was in common use. It resembles our modern 
day “f” with the exception that the lower leg swings backwards and not forward. 
In most cases it looks as a lower case “s” follows it.
The “double S” is one of the most common mistakes made by indexers, it is often 
mistaken for the lower case letters “p” and “f”. When searching an index for 
surnames that have “double S’s” in them, it is always a good idea to check for 
“strange” spelling of the name you are looking for. Example:

LASSSETER PENDERGRASS RUSSELL

LAFSETER PENDERRAAFS RUFSELL

LAPSETTER PENDERGRAPS

LAFSETER

Spelling is as the census taker thought it was spelled but may not be correct.



CHECK FOR MISCELLANEOUS ERRORS

Middle initial “run on” to a given name: PARK, WILLIAM/H (WILLIAM H)
Comma in wrong place: NEWMA,N SAMUEL (NEWMAN, SAMUEL)
CHECK ALL POSSIBLE SPELLINGS OF THE SURNAME:

1 2 3 4 5 6
SMITH CALAHAN MAHANA JACKSON VELASQUEZ GURIEREZ

SMITHE CALLAHAN MAHANNA JAKSON BELASQUEZ GUTIERREZ

SMIDT KALLAHAN MAHANNAH JAXSON GUTEREZ

SCHMITT KALAHAN MAHAN

SCHMIDT ZUNGIA

SMYTH SUNGIA

The census data is only as accurate as the census taker determines. 
The early sheriffs sometimes got data from neighbors instead of  from a 
household member. 



CENSUS RECORDS DIFFER WIDELY IN THEIR ARRANGEMENTS

One may list the entry as “last name” first.
Another may list the entry as “first name” first.
Sometimes full names were used; sometimes initials.
Middle names may be used.
The indexer may have written the name backwards:
MATHEW, ABRAM S.    VS. ABRAM, MATHEW S.

Often the given name and the surname can be either so it would 
be easy for the indexer to rearrange the names  in reverse order:
HARVEY HENRY   VS HENRY HARVEY



From THE HANDY BOOK FOR GENEALOGISTS

IOWA—CAPITAL-- DES MOINES—TERRITORY 1838—STATE 1846 (29TH)

Apart  from its discovery by Marquette and Joliet and the occasional fur trapper, Iowa 
was unknown to the white man until Julien Dubuque came in 1788. Through the 
permission of the Fox Indians, Dubuque established a mining settlement near the 
present-day city that bears his name.
Iowa was part of the Territory of Indiana immediately after its purchase, then part of 
the Territory of Louisiana. From 1812-1821, Iowa was part of the Missouri Territory. 
When Missouri became a state in 1821, Iowa was left without government and 
remained so until 1834. In 1838, Iowa became a territory, followed two years each as 
a part of Michigan and Wisconsin Territories. In 1846, Iowa became a state with Iowa 
City as its capital. Des Moines became the capital in 1857.
Immediately prior to and after statehood, thousands of immigrants flocked to Iowa. 
The principal groups were Scandinavians, to the central and western sections; 
Hollanders, to the south central section; Germans, along the Mississippi River: 
Scottish and Welsh, to the mining towns of the southern counties; and Czechs to the 
east central section. Iowa sided with the Union in the Civil War, sending over 76,000 
men to serve in the Union Army.



IOWA continued

Some counties began keeping birth and death records as early as 1870, although 
it was not required until      1880. General compliance did not occur until 1924. 
Delayed registration of births also took place by 1940. These files are kept by the 
clerk of the district court. The Division of Vital Records, Iowa State Department 
of Health has birth, marriage, and death records (where taken) after July 1, 
1880. (See the Handy Book for details and more information.)
Early marriage records, some as early as 1850, may be obtained  from county 
clerks. Many of these records have been transcribed and published. Early divorce 
proceedings are located in the district courts. Transcribed copies were sent to 
the state beginning in 1906. Additional information may be obtained from the 
State Historical Society of Iowa. Probate courts were created when Iowa became 
a territory. These were eventually discontinued and probate matters were 
assigned to the district court. Copies of wills and probates can be obtained from 
the district court clerk.
Territorial censuses were taken in 1836, 1838, 1844, and 1846, however copies 
exist for only a few counties.
State censuses were taken in 1847, 1849, 1851, 1852, 1853, 1854, 1856, 1885, 
1895, 1905, 1915, and 1925.
A few town censuses were also taken in the 1880’s and 1890’s. 



IOWA GENEALOGICAL ARCHIVES, LIBRAIRIES, AND SOCIETIES

Iowa Genealogical Society Library, 628 East Grand Avenue, Des Moines, IA 50309
State Historical Society of Iowa Library, 402, Iowa Avenue, Iowa City, IA 52240
State Historical Society of Iowa Library, East 12th and Grand Avenue, Des Moines, IA 50309
Johnson County Historical Society, 860  Quarry Road, Coralville, IA 522412
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See The Handy Book  for Genealogists for the remaining counties



COUNTY BOUNDARY CHANGES

When using census records for genealogical research, it is important to 
understand how the old county boundaries changed over the years. Since 
the basic census enumeration unit in all censuses, 1790-1920, was a county, 
understanding the genealogy of counties is part of locating the place where 
an ancestor lived.
For example, if a genealogist knows that an ancestor lived in Allegheny 
County, PA in 1790, the county courthouse there is a resource for old deeds, 
marriages, and other court records, and a place where an ancestor’s name 
may be mentioned. In 1800, due to the formation of counties taken from 
Allegheny, there were nine counties covering the same area: Allegheny, 
Beaver, Butler, Mercer, Crawford, Erie, and parts of Armstrong, Venango, 
and Warren Counties.



COUNTY BOUNDARY CHANGES continued

Take the example of county boundary changes in Oregon. Any marriage for a 
couple in the little town of Linkville in Linn County in 1850 would have been 
recorded in Albany, the county seat; but in 1860, due to the formation of new 
counties in Oregon, all marriages performed in Linkville, now in Wasco County, 
were recorded in The Dalles. In 1870, a marriage performed in Linkville was 
recorded in Jacksonville, the county seat of Jackson County (but later the county 
seat was moved to Medford). In 1880, a marriage performed in Linkville was 
recorded in Lakeview. 
There were additional changes but  of course, the town on Linkville never moved. 
As the settlement of Oregon took place, new counties  were created and earlier 
county boundaries were changed placing the town in five different counties over 
the years.
These examples can be repeated in virtually every state.



See The Handy Book  for Genealogists for the remaining counties

In the Handy Book for Genealogists each state is listed with data for the county 
indicating  county boundary changes. 
Maps are also provided showing how the counties were sub-divided from larger areas 
to today’s boundaries. 
It is necessary to have this information for accessing census and other data for the 
early years.

COUNTY MAP DATA



MAP OF ORIGINAL PENNSYLVANIA COUNTIES



MAP OF TODAY’S PENNSYLVANIA COUNTIES



STARTING THE SEARCH OF CENSUS RECORDS

Now that we have the history of the censuses, its known flaws, and 
possible discrepancies, we can be a detective and start our research. 
We need to locate the needed census records. It is best to start with the 
most recent records and work backwards. 
The 1930 Census is the latest one available to the public.
Check this and other censuses for:
Household number 
Head of Household
Children
Others living in the household 
Relationship and all data about those living in the household 
Neighbors
Compare data with other censuses to check matches.
If available, include state census records in your search.
Clues gleaned from the search of census records will lead you to other 
resources.



IOWA POPULATION CENSUS RECORDS—1836-1895



IOWA POPULATION CENSUS RECORDS—1900-1925



CONTENTS OF CENSUS SCHEDULES, page 1



CONTENTS OF CENSUS SCHEDULES, page 2



Schedules listing those who died in the year before the census date



1930 CENSUS-IOWA WARREN COUNTY E. LINCOLN TWP 
Left hand side of record 



1930 CENSUS-IOWA WARREN COUNTY E. LINCOLN TWP 

right hand side of record



1925 STATE CENSUS-IOWA WARREN COUNTY, left side



1925 STATE CENSUS-IOWA WARREN COUNTY, right side



1885 CENSUS- IOWA POLK COUNTY 4TH WARD DES MOINES page 1



1885 CENSUS-IOWA POLK COUNTY 4TH WARD DES MOINES page 2



1860 CENSUS-IOWA JOHNSON COUNTY, page 1 



1860 CENSUS-IOWA JOHNSON COUNTY,  page 2 



1856 CENSUS-IOWA JOHNSON COUNTY  
WARD 2 IOWA CITY



1850 CENSUS-PENNSYLVANIA GREENE COUNTY MORRIS TWP 
John Patterson, page 1



1850 CENSUS-PENNSYLVANIA GREENE COUNTY MORRIS TWP 
John Patterson, page 2



1850 CENSUS-OHIO KNOX COUNTY JACKSON TWP, page 1



1850 OHIO KNOX COUNTY JACKSON TWP page 2





1850 CENSUS-PENNSYLVANIA GREENE COUNTY MARION TWP



1840 FEDERAL CENSUS-OHIO KNOX COUNTY HILLIAR TWP



First US CENSUS—1790
hand written with 3 columns per page



First US 
CENSUS—1790

Transcribed 
format

Note John 
Mahana

entry



WHERE TO FIND THE CENSUS RECORDS

MICROFILMS AND BOOKS AT:
1. State Historical Library at Iowa City
2. State Historical Library at Des Moines

IOWA CITY PUBLIC LIBRARY RESOURCES:
1. Books
2. Access to Heritage Quest
3. Access to Ancestry.com

THE INTERNET
1. The Johnson County IAGenWeb site: http://iagenweb.org/johnson
2. Heritage Quest is available on home computers by entering your 

ICPL library card.
3. Ancestry.com is available on home computers by paid subscription.

MISC:
The Handy Book for Genealogists is a great reference for starting your 
research.

http://iagenweb.org/johnson



