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The 1890 census may be gone, but your ancestors didn’t vanish with it
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QUICK-GRAB SUMMARY

When the official trail goes cold, you become the detective. The 1890 federal census was almost
entirely destroyed in a 1921 fire. This guide shows you seven alternative record types that can fill the
gap—and sometimes reveal even more than the census would have.

1. State Censuses

Several states conducted their own censuses in or near 1890. Check for state-level enumerations in
places like New York (1892), lowa (1885), and Minnesota (1895). These often asked many of the same
qguestions as the federal version.

2. City Directories

City directories are goldmines of local detail. They often list names, addresses, occupations, and even
widows or “removed” entries. Track changes in employment or residence between 1880 and 1900.

3. Tax Records

When people paid taxes, they left a paper trail. County or state tax rolls can show names, property
ownership, and financial status. Look to these as proxies for presence and property.

4. Newspapers

Births, marriages, deaths, court cases, and business ads—your ancestors’ lives may have unfolded in
the pages of local papers. Use archives like Chronicling America, local library databases, or

subscription services.

5. Cemetery & Funeral Records

Tombstones tell stories. So do funeral home ledgers and cemetery registries. Combine gravestone

photos with obituaries to build a fuller picture.
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6. Veterans Schedules (1890)

Surviving fragments from the 1890 Veterans Schedules list Union soldiers or their widows—names,

regiments, injuries, and residences. If your ancestor served in the Civil War, this is a must-check.

GRANNY PRO TIP:
The 1890 Veterans Schedule is available on FamilySearch and Ancestry. It covers states alphabetically
from Kentucky through Wyoming (earlier states were destroyed). Always check!

7. Family Papers & Letters

Don’t forget the biscuit tin. Personal letters, Bibles, and photo annotations often cover the same

timeframe as the missing census. Look sideways—at cousins, neighbors, and known associates too.

GRANNY SAYS:
“Treat 1890 like a blackout year in a diary. You don’t skip the chapter—you reconstruct it from the
sentences written before and after. Stay curious, and keep digging.”

Notes

Use this space for personal notes and discoveries.
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