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INTRODUCTION 

The federal censuses taken from 1790 through 1840 are often overlooked because they can be 

challenging to use. Only the head of household was named, except in 1840, when enumerators also 

recorded the names and ages of pensioners for Revolutionary or other military service who were 

included in the household. Other household members appeared as tally marks organized by age, sex, 

and other categories. Handwriting, spelling variations, and unfamiliar columns can complicate 

interpretation. Yet careful analysis and correlation with other records can reveal valuable clues about 

household composition, approximate ages, migration, occupations, and family relationships. 

 

WHAT’S IN THE CENSUS? 

Census Key Questions Asked Research Notes 

1790 Head of household; free white males under 16 and 

16+; free white females; other free persons; 

enslaved persons 

Broad categories make household 

reconstruction more difficult. 

Vermont was enumerated in 1791. 

1800 Head of household; free white males and females in 

five age groups; other free persons; enslaved 

persons 

Free white females were grouped 

by age for the first time. 

1810 Same population questions as 1800 First federal effort to collect 

manufacturing information. 

1820 Head of household; free white males and females by 

age; enslaved and free Black persons by age and sex; 

foreigners not naturalized; agriculture, commerce, 

and manufacturing 

Free white males ages 16–18 were 

also counted in the 16–25 

category. 

1830 Head of household; 13 age groups for free white 

males and females; enslaved and free Black persons 

by age and sex; foreigners not naturalized; disability 

information 

First standardized preprinted 

census schedules. 

1840 Head of household; age and sex categories; enslaved 

and free Black persons; occupations; education and 

literacy; disability information; Revolutionary War 

pensioners 

Supplemental information 

generally applies to the household, 

not necessarily the head. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “Decennial Census by Decade,” and William Dollarhide, The Census Book. 

Terminology note: This handout uses current terminology in the narrative while retaining historical census 

category labels when necessary for accuracy; original schedules and related records may also contain language 

that is now considered outdated or offensive. 
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Record Coverage 

• 1790: Original states plus Vermont and the Southwest Territory.  

• 1800–1840: Coverage expanded as new states and territories were admitted.  

• Always verify the jurisdiction in which your ancestor lived at the time of the census.  

• Some states and territories have lost population schedules. Consult NARA or the Census Bureau 

for complete survival lists. 

 

RECONSTRUCTING THE HOUSEHOLD 

Reconstructing an ancestor’s household can be challenging using the census records 1790 through 1840. 

Start with what you know and work backward to identify households that could contain your ancestor. 

Do not assume that an individual with the same name is your ancestor or belongs to your ancestor’s 

family. You will need to review each possible household.  

 

1. Use the 1850 census and other records that identify family relationships as your starting point. 

Gather names, relationships, birth years, birthplaces, and residences for parents, siblings, and 

children. 

2. Create the expected household for each census year. 

3. Identify candidate households in the correct location whose composition could fit the expected 

household. Begin with the same or variant surname, but also consider known relatives, 

associates, and neighboring households. (It does not have to be perfect!) Consider: 

a. Does the household size match expected children? 

b. Are ages consistent across decades? 

c. Are there any gaps suggesting missing children? 

d. Are there elderly individuals who may be parents or grandparents? 

e. Who are the neighbors? 

4. Compare and evaluate the possible households to the expected household. Consider: 

a. Location 

b. Naming patterns 

c. FAN Club: Friends, Associates, and Neighbors 

d. Known relatives 

e. Migration patterns  

f. Discrepancies. Do not eliminate a candidate household until you have considered what 

could explain the differences. 

5. Track each viable candidate household backward through earlier censuses until the evidence 

supports eliminating or favoring a candidate. Remember to recalculate the expected ages for 

each census year and repeat steps 3 and 4 for each census year. 

6. Develop a working hypothesis.  

 

Remember: Household does not equal family. 

A census tally may represent a relative, but it may also represent another person living in the household. 

Treat each identification as a hypothesis until other records support it. 
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RECONSTRUCTION EXAMPLE (HYPOTHETICAL) 

 

Known household, 1850: 

The 1850 census lists John Clark, age 52; Mary Clark, age 48; and four younger household members 

presumed to be their children: Sarah, 23; Thomas, 19; Eliza, 15; and James, 11. Other records indicate 

that the family lived in the same county in 1840. 

 

Expected household, 1840: 

Person Approximate age in 1840 Expected census category 

John 42 Male age 40–49 

Mary 38 Female age 30–39 

Sarah 13 Female age 10–14 

Thomas 9 Male age 5–9 

Eliza 5 Female age 5–9 

James 1 Male under age 5 

 

A candidate John Clark household in the 1840 census contains one person in each of the expected 

categories, plus one female age 60–69. The additional woman might have been a parent, relative, 

boarder, or other household member. 

 

Evaluation: 

The household composition is consistent with the expected family, but the census alone does not 

establish identity or relationships. Land, probate, tax, and other records should be used to determine 

whether this John Clark was the same person found in 1850 and whether the older woman can be 

identified. 

 

Conclusion: The candidate household supports a working hypothesis; it does not prove the family 

reconstruction. 

 

CORRELATE WITH OTHER RECORDS 

 

1. Land Records — Who lived nearby? 

Use deeds, patents, grants, and related records to: 

• Establish residence and land ownership.  

• Track migration. 

• Find family connections.  

• Identify neighbors, witnesses, adjoining landowners, and associates.  

• Distinguish between people with the same name.  

• Connect family members through land transfers and same-day transactions. 
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2. Probate Records — Who belonged to the family? 

Use wills, administrations, inventories, settlements, and guardianships to: 

• Identify spouses, children, heirs, and other relatives.  

• Establish relationships that the census does not state.  

• Identify minor children through guardianship records.  

• Estimate ages or life stages.  

• Review property settlements and estate inventories to make family connections. 

• Test whether proposed census household members fit the family documented in the estate.  

• Determine if the neighbors were witnesses or bondsmen. 

 

3. Tax Records — Who was there between censuses? 

Use annual tax lists to: 

• Place individuals in a location between census years.  

• Estimate when a male became taxable, after determining the jurisdiction's tax laws and 

exemptions. 

• Suggest when someone arrived, left, or died.  

• Track land and personal property.  

• Identify nearby taxpayers (neighbors) and possible relatives or associates.  

• Bridge the ten-year gaps between federal censuses. 

• Establish economic status. 

 

Depending on the time and place, researchers may also use church, court, military, vital, newspaper, 

and manuscript records to test and refine a household hypothesis. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Careful analysis and comparison with other census years and record groups can help researchers move 

beyond the tick marks to identify possible family members, reconstruct households, and uncover clues 

that lead to further research. 
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