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How to Search the 1950 Census 
Before it’s Indexed 

Video Link 
 
As with everything we do in genealogy, we want to work from the known to the unknown.  When 
looking for your ancestors in the 1950 census, we want to try and pinpoint records closest in time and 
the most likely location where your “target ancestor” was in 1950. 

Target Ancestor(s) – Your Target Ancestor is a term I coined to help you focus on your research question 
and the people within it. This could be one person or a family group. 

Before You Begin the Search 
Identify who (Target Ancestors) you want to search for in the 1950 U.S. Census. Look at their timeline to 
see the closest possible residence (if you don’t know it already) just before and or after 1950. You may 
have to search other family members where your Target Ancestor might have lived. 

Keep in mind:  

• Know the county boundaries in 1950. Borders changed over time. 
• The age of your Target Ancestor in 1950. 
• Know the siblings and parents (especially if your Target Ancestor was a minor). You’re looking 

for other family that might be living in the same household too. 

Places to Look for Residence in and Around 1950 
• City Directories 
• Military Records 
• 1940 Census 
• Vital Records 
• Land Records 
• Yearbooks 
• Employment Records 
• Social Security Records 
• Obituaries 
• Think about Life Events 

https://youtu.be/9xZDT9UnYc8
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Step One - Starting Your Search at NARA 

CLICK HERE to start a search by name, with the National Archives & Records Administration (NARA). 
They have machine learning software that has done a pretty good job at searching the handwritten 1950 
census. 

Search - Use the left column to search location 
and name.  

Look for people that look familiar to the family 
you are researching.  

 

 

 

 

 

When you find something that looks 
promising, click the blue “Population 
Schedules” button to see the image. 

  

https://1950census.archives.gov/
https://1950census.archives.gov/
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Notice in this screen shot, the name was interpreted differently by the AI results, but still found George 
Simmons (below).  His name as it is handwritten is George E. Simmons in the image. The AI interpreted 
as Georgel Semmons.  That’s okay, we found him. 
����

 

Keep in mind: 

• This is machine learning, so names may be misspelled or misinterpreted by the computer... 
sometimes badly. 

• Scroll down the page and look for the groups of names of your family in the text before opening 
the images. 

IF YOU FIND YOUR TARGET ANCESTOR... BEFORE YOU DO ANYTHING ELSE... 
• COPY THE URL LINK BEFORE YOU MOVE ON and keep that tab open for reference. 
• Take note of the State, County, E.D. number in the upper left corner. 
• Note the line number, serial (family), house, and address (if there is one). 
• Download the image in the upper right three dots.  Use the 2113x 2441 size. This should give 

you enough resolution without distortion when you zoom in.  It will be in your downloads folder 
or wherever you have download files defaulted. 

Check the Next Page for More Family 
In many cases you cannot advance to the next page on NARA’s website.  So, you will need to find the 
same image on Ancestry, FamilySearch, or MyHeritage... But before you do... 
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NOTE EVERYTHING!  

Once you find your Target Ancestor you want to take note of everything at the top of the page and the 
information about your Target Ancestor before moving to the next step.   

• Top of the Page: Note the State, County, ED, line number, and Sheet Number! 
• Line Level: Address, house, names, ages, and if there is a supplemental line. 

If you Don’t Find Your Target Ancestor 
Try different spellings or other locations your ancestor may have lived, on NARA’s website.  Look for 
siblings, parent’s or other family members that may be nearby. 

Step Two – On Ancestry 
Here on Ancestry (and FamilySearch) we want to find the same census image you found on the NARA 
website so we can attach it to our ancestors but also so we can scroll forward and backward looking for 
other family members that might be nearby.  

Ancestry’s 1950 Census Page 

• Sign up to get notified when 
your state is indexed. (optional) 

• Click the Browse button in the 
center.  

...Or go directly to the 1950 Census 
page on Ancestry.  Skip right to the 

search function here. You may want to 
bookmark this page.  

Ancestry E.D. Finder  
About Enumeration Districts  
You can search the enumeration districts (E.D) with Ancestry’s new tool called the “1950 Census District 
Finder.”   

On the E.D. Finder, search the location.  

Unfortunately, you can’t just type the E.D. number you found at NARA in the search box, which is why 
we noted everything from the top of the page we found on the NARA website.  

Enter the closest address you have for your ancestor in the Ancestry Census District Finder.  Even 
without a house number or street, this works in most cases. 

https://www.ancestry.com/c/1950-census
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/district-map/62308
https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/district-map/62308
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You’ll need at minimum the county and state... ideally the address, town/city, and E.D. Number. 
Hopefully, you found your ancestor on the NARA website to get this information.  

If the location starts to pop up from Ancestry, click on the suggested location to help the search. 

Alternatively, you can search the township on the E.D. Finder on Ancestry without the name 
search on NARA as described in Step One. However, it is only a location search, not a name 
search. If you don’t use the NARA name finder, then you will need to scroll then entire census 
roll for your towns Enumeration 
District. 

Hover your mouse over the districts to find the 
matching E.D. number you found on NARA.  

Once you find it on the map, Click the E.D. on 
the map. 

Once there, click the E.D. number on the left to 
go to the images on Ancestry.  
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Using the sheet number you found on the NARA website, you can then find the same image on 
Ancestry’s website. Skip ahead to the sheet number you previously noted.  

 

Keep in Mind: 

• Sheet numbers are different than image numbers. However, they should be in numerical order 
to a point.  

• You may need to search the length of a street even if it crosses into another E.D.  
• You may need to search neighboring E.D.’s. 

Add a Weblink 
Currently, you cannot attach the image to someone in your tree like you can with other records on 
Ancestry. Once the indexing is done, you will be able to.   

For now, we can add a weblink to our ancestor’s profile so that we can find it again.  This weblink is 
going to take you back to the same E.D. map, from there you can 
simply click on the E.D. Number and return to the sheet number. 

To add a weblink in an ancestor’s profile on Ancestry. 
• Copy the URL where the image was found. 

• Go to the Ancestors profile.   
• In the center column where it says Sources, click the Add 

button and choose weblink. 
• Enter a URL and name it. The name will be seen in the 

bottom of the Source column on the Ancestors profile.  
• You can now click that URL to take you back to the map.  
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Step Two – On FamilySearch 
I recommend you get the Ancestor’s ID (highlighted) 
from your Target Ancestor within the Family Tree first 
before proceeding... if you want to attach the 1950 
census page to your ancestor’s profile.  

 
 
Full Path to Searching the E.D. on FamilySearch 
Click Here to skip items 1-7. I just wanted to give you the path I found to get there.  

1. Go to the Search Tab and drop down to the Research Wiki. 
2. Click North America 
3. Scroll down to United States 
4. Pick the State you want to search. 
5. In the right-side Record Types, click Census 
6. Scroll down to the Population Schedules Section. 
7. Click the FamilySearch Images in the 1950 box. 

1. Left side, under Refine Your Search, scroll Places Within for your state (I know this feels 
redundant). 

2. Pick your County under Places Within. 
3. Search for the E.D. or township you seek in the right column under Volume. Click on the E.D. 

and it will open the images. 

 

  

https://www.familysearch.org/records/images/search-results?projectId=M9HW-2YP&page=1&fullMap=true&place=1
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4. Click the images and zoom in to find the sheet number you found on NARA. Image numbers are 
different than sheet numbers, so be looking in the upper right corner for the same image you 
found at NARA. 

 

5. Attach to the Family Tree with the blue button in the upper right corner. 
o Search the list in the right-side panel or add the FS ID number 

in the search box. 
o Click your ancestor(s) highlighting them with a green check 

mark.  
o Click Next and add all members you wish to attach this record 

to and click next again. 
o Add a reason and click attached. 

You can now see the attached record to your ancestors under the Sources tab 
within the ancestors profile. 

No One At Home!  
There have been a lot of questions about a line stating “not at home” or something similar. When no 
one was home or the informant was unreliable, enumerators were instructed to write “Not at Home” 
and reference a page and line number. 

Enumerators were instructed to enumerate persons that were “out of order” because they were not at 
home or other reason... They were to start enumerating them starting on page 71. Even if there are less 
than 71 pages, skip to the end of the reel and work backwards to find the referenced page. 

Conclusion 
Using NARA for the name search, then finding the same images on Ancestry or FamilySearch allows you 
to not only attach the source to your ancestors profile but allows you to scroll through the images to 
find other family nearby. 
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