The Census

The census is a survey taken by the government every 10 years to collect information on the population of the United Kingdom.
From 1801 to 1831 the censuses were simply head counts with no personal information on individuals recorded (except in exceptional cases). From 1841 personal information on individuals was recorded.
There is a 100-year closure on personal information from the returns, the most recent available census therefore being the 1901 Census.
http://www.1901censusonline.com/ 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/census/ 
http://www.ancestry.co.uk/ 

Returns for England and Wales on microfilm or fiche can be consulted at the Family Records Centre in London and at many record offices and archives throughout the country. 

The National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth holds returns for the whole of Wales from 1841 to 1891. 

The 1881 Census on CD-ROM, available in many libraries and record offices, includes search facilities to help identify your ancestors. 

The 1901 Census, which can be accessed by the Internet, includes digital images of the original returns. 

Returns for Scotland are held at New Register House in Edinburgh and can also be accessed online at Scotland’s Census Returns Online at http://www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk/content/help/index.aspx?446  

Many Irish census returns do not survive and 1901 is now the only complete census available. This is kept at the National Archives for Ireland in Dublin. http://www.censusfinder.com/ireland.htm 


1851 returns show name, age, relationship to the head of the household, occupation and place of birth. Now that the 1901 Census is available, finding ancestors on here may mean that you’re just one generation away from a living relative. The facility to search by name on the 1881 and 1901 Census can lead you to a family address immediately, even if your ancestors moved around the country. Many local areas have their own printed name indexes for other years. If possible, it is always a good idea to verify information from the census by purchasing certificates or checking original parish register entries. Our ancestors were not always truthful when the census enumerator called, especially if the domestic arrangements did not conform to social expectations of the time. Ladies were also known to knock a year or two off their age. 

*

So what use does the census have to those of us who are looking for living people?

Well, not directly perhaps, but I have found sometimes that in order to find living relatives I have had to go back into the 19th century to find common ancestors before I can go forward again to locate cousins.

The census can show us a snapshot of a moment in time. It gives us an address, the full members of the household, including children, guests, servants and lodgers. It can give an insight into the trades they worked at too.

So, these dry and stuffy documents can actually bring the past to life. Speaking as a sad anorak of archives, I am really looking forward to release of the 1911 census in 2011. I suspect that there are genealogists around the world who are also waiting for its release to help fill in missing sections of their family trees.

*

So why do we have censuses?

The government needs accurate information about the population in order to provide services appropriate to the needs of the people.

While you cannot have access to any personal information before the 100 year period has passed, there is much other information available about our society. Take a look at http://www.statistics.gov.uk/  for a national view or look at your local authority website and do a search on ‘census’ for a full breakdown on your locality.

*

I do recommend that you use the census yourself. You can find out what your family was like in the past, where they lived and what they did.

I suspect that you will be fascinated by what you learn.
