Taming the Census: The Lawmen Who Conducted the First Census
A few days prior to leaving New York City, the first capital of the young United States of
America, Congress passed the First Census Act of 1790 in an effort to conduct an “actual
Enumeration…within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in such Manner as they shall by Law
direct”.1 This crucial piece of legislation established the ground rules for enacting the first
census and empowered U.S. marshals to carry out the monumental task of accurately recording
America’s population.
Prior to the passage of the First Census Act in 1790, President George Washington celebrated
the passage of the Judiciary Act of 1789 by telling Edmond Randolph, the first attorney-general,
“I have considered the first arrangement of the judicial department as essential to the
happiness of our country… [and] hence the selection of the fittest characters to expound the
laws, and dispense justice…” 2 A little less than a year later, in the fall of 1789, President
George Washington appointed fourteen men as the first U.S. marshals, yet he only completed
the “first class” of the U.S. Marshal Service with the appointments of John Skinner (1790),
William Blount (1790), and Lewis R. Morris (1791). 3 Together, these seventeen individuals and
their deputies utilized their skills and resources to perform a host of duties that included
serving the courts’ subpoenas, arresting federal criminals, maintaining order on the frontier,
and leading the effort to create a statistically accurate portrait of the United States’ population.
Carrying out the census was a difficult task in a young country, with little infrastructure and a
widely scattered population. The census would commence on August 2, 1790 and close nine
months later (May 2, 1791), although several states (Rhode Island, Vermont, and South
Carolina) and the Southwest Territory received extensions. 4 Despite these lags, Secretary of
State Thomas Jefferson transmitted the first data tables on October 24, 1791, and issued the
final report in 1793.
Although given the questions by Congress, each marshal had to design and print his own
collection form (schedule). 5 Even within in a single state, individual enumerators often had to
create their own forms. This resulted in the submission of an interesting and varied collection of
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sizes, formats, and materials, such as “account books, journals, or ledgers [and] large sheets of
paper, neatly ruled and folded".6
The legislation also required the marshals to post the information in two public places for
residents to make corrections before submission. For this, each marshal received between 100
and 500 dollars and their assistants would receive a dollar for every 50-300 people
enumerated.7
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