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 If it weren’t for the meddlesome government always wanting a record of every movement of 
every citizen, genealogists would have a hard time proving any facts about our ancestors.  Every ten 
years beginning in 1790, the United States federal government has conducted a census, or count, of the 
citizens of the country.  Some states had census records prior to 1790, and some states took their own 
counts of citizens along with the federal census, and sometimes in off-years from the federal.  (Illinois 
took census records in the years that ended with 0 and with 5.)  The last federal census was taken in 
2010, the next will be in 2020. 
 From 1790 through 1840, the census records are just tallies of males and females, whites, “free 
persons of color,” and slaves.  What one sees on these is the name of the head of the household and 
then numbers for the household members in specific age/race categories.  By 1850, though, the 
government began recording the names of each person in the household.   
 A census is considered private information for 72 years.  The last census released to the public 
was the 1940 census, opened in 2012.  If you or your ancestor were born born before the taking of that 
census, your name should appear in the list.  You can check this census online, for free, at 
www.familysearch.org.  Familysearch is the online presence of the Church of Jesus Christ-Latter Day 
Saints.  Their commitment to family history has put over one billion records online for historians and 
genealogists to view.  Let’s search the 1940 census. 
 First go online and type the URL www.familysearch.org, which will take you to the LDS site.  You 
may create a free account, or just browse.  With an account you can create family trees, search and add 
records, or download images.  Next, click on the SEARCH tab at the top of the page, and select RECORDS 
from the drop-down menu. 

 
 
 On the next screen, type in the first and last name of yourself (if born before 1940) or an 
ancestor.  Beneath this, click on RESIDENCE, and include a place where your ancestor would have lived 
in 1940.  This additional information will narrow the hits for the name you search.  You may add more 
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search terms, such as age, but too many terms might narrow the choices too much and find no matches.  
One has to play around with how specific each search needs to be. 

 
  
Hit enter or search.  VIOLA!   
 In my examples in the screen shots, I am searching for my grandmother, Imogene Beghtol 
Billingsley who was born in 1928.  There are three matches for my grandmother—the 1940 census, the 
1930 census, and a link to her Findagrave memorial.  Let’s look at the 1940 census hit.  
 

 



 On the right side of the match, you will see the columns “Details” and “Images.”  The Details 
column will give you a transcription of the information from the original form.  Sometimes this is all 
Familysearch can show you.  For the 1940 census, Familysearch has digital images of the original 
records.  Click on “Images” and open the document (sometimes in a new window).  A photo of the 
census page will appear.  

  
 
There are tools to the left to zoom in and out.   
 

 



There is my grandmother as an 11-year-old girl. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 She is listed with her father, Lawrence, mother, Bernice, and brothers, Gailord and Eldon. 
 
 
 Each decennial census asks specific questions for demographic statistics of the country.  The 
1940 census will show your ancestor’s street address, whether the home was rented or owned, and the 
value of the home or the monthly rent.  Lawrence Beghtol rented his home for $15 a month.  The next 
column asks if the home was part of a farm.  YES—Lawrence was a farmer. 
 Next will be the names of each person in the household, with his or her relationship to the head 
of household.  Gender, age, and marital status follow.  The next category reveals details of education.  
Father, Lawrence, completed the 8th grade, and mother, Bernice, completed two years of high school (or 
10th grade).  All three children in the Beghtol household attended school;  Gailord and Imogene were in 
6th grade, and Eldon was in 7th.   
 Birthplace and citizenship follow in the categories.  Next the census asks for residence in 1935.  
This can show migration patterns of some ancestors, when compared with the 1930 census.  For the 
Beghtols, they had been living in this house for some time. 
 The last third of the page asks about your ancestor’s employment status.   It tells you if the 
person was employed or unemployed, seeking work, or working for one of the emergency government 
agencies.   In 1940, the world was still reeling from the effects of The Great Depression of 1929-1932.  In 
1933, President Franklin D. Roosevelt created jobs for unemployed workers as part of his New Deal 
administration.  Some jobs were the WPA (Works Progress Administration), CCC (Civilian Conservation 
Corps), or the PWA (Public Works Administration).   
 I recall Grandma Imogene telling me that her family didn’t feel the depression.  They were poor 
farmers and had always been poor farmers.  If it wasn’t lucrative, at least the farm was a stable entity 
for the family.  Lawrence Beghtol was a farmer who worked at least 60 hours a week on his farm.  Note 
his next-door neighbor, Lester Campbell, did “Road Work” for the “W.P.A.”  Lester made $375 in 1929, 
working 36 weeks.  Farming was tough!  Great-grandpa Lawrence Beghtol made $0 in 1939, working all 



year long!  “We were poor farmers and had always been poor farmers,” I hear Grandma Imogene in my 
memories. 

 
Imogene Beghtol Billingsley (1928-2005) 

 
 What facts can you learn about yourself or your family from the 1940 census?  What can you 
infer from these details?  For the younger generations, names and terms like Franklin Roosevelt and 
Great Depression are just words in a history book.  The census makes those words part of your life, your 
history, part of what made your ancestor the person he or she was.   
 Enjoy looking up yourself or your ancestors in the 1940 census, and continue your search by 
seeking your ancestors in earlier census records.  Familysearch does not have images of the 1930 
census, but one can click on “Details” and see that Grandma Imogene was 1 year old in 1930 and where 
the family lived.  The image link for the 1930 census takes you to Ancestry.com, which requires a 
subscription, or you may access Ancestry for free at the Lawrence Public Library (or other local library).   
 
 
 Dann M. Norton is a teacher and genealogist in Lawrenceville, IL.  Visit his blog at 
dannmnortongenealogy.wordpress.com. 
 


