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Early census clerks tabulated early census data by hand, and it would take most of the intercensal years 
to complete these calculations and release the final report. However, as the population grew and the 
scope of the census expanded, this soon became unfeasible. Added to this complexity was the growth of 
the statistical sciences. Looking to create more than simple data tables, the then-Census Office began 
looking for methods of speeding up and increasing the accuracy of the tabulations.  

In 1872, Chief Clerk of the Census Charles Seaton invented a simple machine that made tabulating 
census data easier by keeping the lines on large tallying sheets isolated and organized. The Census Office 
purchased Seaton's device and used it to finish the 1870 Census. Seaton served as Superintendent of the 
1880 Census, during which his device was used again. 

However, this was not enough. In an effort to speed tabulation of the 1890 Census data, former Census 
Bureau employee Herman Hollerith developed and patented a mechanical tabulator that process census 
data using punch cards similar to those pictured here. 

After winning a competition sponsored by the Census Bureau in 1888, the Hollerith machine processed 
the mountains of data collected during the 1890 Census—which was the broadest and most 
comprehensive one to date.  After transferring the data on census schedules to punch cards clerks were 
able to process 1890 statistics even faster and more cheaply than expected.   

Over the next 60 years, the Census Bureau used variations of this technology, with many of the 
improvements created by Census Bureau employees. After Hollerith raised the rental prices for his 
machines to an intolerably high level for the 1900 census, the newly formed Census Bureau decided to 
create replacements in-house. Census Bureau employees, led by James Legrand Powers, developed a 
new electric tabulation machine. The new device, with an automatic feeder, card sorter, and printing 
capability, was an improvement over the machines that Hollerith was offering. In 1911, Powers, who 
held the patent for the machine that he had designed, left the Census Bureau to found the Powers 
Accounting Machine Company. Powers Enterprise was soon the most successful automatic tabulation 
company on the market; it later became part of the Remington Rand Corporation in 1927.  

The Census Bureau would use variations if this technology until replacing it with the world’s first 
commercially-produced, non-military electronic computer—UNIVAC I—in 1952. As computers have 
evolved, so has the agencies use of them, including allowing respondents to fill out their questionnaires 
online. 
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The Census Bureau prides itself on pioneering other technological innovations as well. Patents held by 

Census Bureau employees include an automatic camera, a floating keypunch machine, and an automatic 

page turner. Census Bureau engineers also pioneered the development of FOSDIC (Film Optical Sensing 

Device for Input to Computers), which uses light to record pencil-filled circles on questionnaires, and 

DIME (Dual Independent Map Encoding) which is used for storing geographical data and was a key 

technical development on the road towards modern geographic information systems (GIS). 

Although it no longer has an in-house engineering department, the Census Bureau continues to innovate 
and embrace new technology to collect, process, and disseminate information as quickly as possible.  

Final population count: 62,979,766 
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