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    Missouri State Censuses:  1821-1876 

 

Between 1821 and 1876, there were 14 state censuses authorized by the State of Missouri.  

Either constitutional or statutory law mandated that these censuses were to be taken.   After the initial 

census of 1821, the year Missouri attained statehood, a state census was taken every four years from 

1824 until 1876, with the exception of 1872.  These censuses were usually printed as a fold-out sheet in 

the Missouri House or Senate Journals, and it is my attempt here to explain why the censuses were 

taken and some of the more interesting facts about the census counts. 

Even before Missouri became a state in 1821, “the need for statistical information about the 

population by the government of Missouri Territory resulted in the taking of a state census in the years 

1814 and 1817.  These census records listed only free white males.” (Missouri State Archives Web site 

http://www.sos.mo.gov/archives/resources/census.asp) The territorial censuses were taken by the 

sheriffs of their respective counties, a trend which was to be followed for many of the state censuses.  

The reason behind taking the census was for apportionment.  According to the Laws of a Public and 

General Nature of the District of Louisiana, of the Territory of Louisiana, of the Territory of Missouri, and 

of the State of Missouri, Up to the Year 1824 (c1842), after the sheriffs have transmitted to the circuit 

clerks the “enumeration of free white male inhabitants within their respective counties…it shall 

thereupon be the duty of the governor to apportion the representation for each county in the general 

assembly of this territory, in proportion to the number of free white male inhabitants, allowing one 

representative for every five hundred…” (p. 550)  This same book points out a problem that became 

persistent throughout census-taking:  lack of cooperation from sheriffs.  In fact, the first territorial 

census of 1814 was skewed because “…many sheriffs in the territory have failed to take and return 

according to law, the enumeration of free white male inhabitants in their respective counties…” (p. 321) 

When Missouri attained statehood in 1821, its first state census was taken.  The Missouri 

Constitution of 1820 required the General Assembly at its first session, and in the years 1822 and 1824, 

and every fourth year thereafter, to “cause an enumeration of the inhabitants of this state to be made; 

and at the first session after each enumeration, shall apportion the number of representatives among 

the several counties, according to the number of free white male inhabitants therein.” (Revised Statutes 

of the State of Missouri, 3rd ed., 1841, p. 16)  While age categories were supposed to be designated, 

there were only five categories for the first census of 1821:  free white males, free white females, free 

persons of color, slaves, and persons bound to service for a term of years.  It remained the duty of the 

sheriffs to take these counts, and beginning in 1824, the census began designating five age categories, 

but for whites only.  The 1832 census included earlier totals from the 1821, 1824, 1828, and also the 

1830 Federal (decennial) census.  The 1840 state census added “deaf and dumb” and “blind” categories 

for the first time, as well as listed the population of selected cities and towns, a trend that continued in 

subsequent censuses.  The 1844 census divided “free persons of color” and “slaves” by male and female.  

The 1848 census listed the “number who have been taught to read and write” for free whites, deaf and 

dumb, and the blind.  In addition to the above categories and descriptions, the 1856 census added 

“insane” by race and sex.  The 1860 state census proved beneficial for Springfield, as the 1860 Federal 

http://www.sos.mo.gov/archives/resources/census.asp


census was not broken down by cities within Greene County, but the state census listed (next to Greene 

County) that Springfield had 1644 persons.  Curiously, it also listed these two “remarks”:  “Jefferson City 

2691  Convicts 532” and “Fulton 1447  Lunatic Asylum 278”.  The 1864 census resulted in some 

confusion, as a few counties used a new form that also included “livestock” (horses, mules, jacks, 

jennies, cattle, sheep, and hogs) and “products” (wheat, corn, oats, barley, rye, tobacco, wool, sugar, 

hay, hemp, whisky, wine, molasses).    

By now, it was becoming apparent that not all counties were complying with the letter of the 

law.  In 1865, Secretary of State Francis Rodman commented about the 1864 census that “…in too many 

cases, however, the sheriffs have entirely misunderstood the law and their duties, as is abundantly 

demonstrated by the character of some of the returns, which often came in a very imperfect and 

unfinished condition…I do not believe that the present census *1864+ reaches within at least two 

hundred thousand of the actual population of the State.”  He then further explained reasons why the 

total was so skewed, including factors related to the dispersion of soldiers during the Civil War, but 

another fact which “more forcibly explains this seeming decrease in population” was that the sheriffs 

performed their duties “in their offices and not in the townships of the county and in the tenaments of 

the inhabitants.”  In other words, the sheriffs did not always do an actual count, but since they knew 

many of their citizens, they did the counts “in their offices”, thus missing many people who may have 

been new residents of the county, etc.  These factors contributed to the state population totals actually 

decreasing from 1,149,139 in 1860 to only 816,631 in 1864.  Secretary of State Rodman called on the 

Legislature to appoint marshals to perform the census count as, in his opinion, sheriffs were not 

prepared to perform these duties.  (Missouri Senate Journal Appendix, 23rd General Assembly, 1865-66, 

pp. 568-569)    

In partial response to the Secretary of State’s concerns above, the General Assembly passed a 

new law in 1866 transferring the responsibility of census-taking from the county sheriff to the county 

assessor, specifying the years 1868, 1876 and every tenth year thereafter to conduct a state census.  

This law was enacted only a year after the new 1865 Missouri Constitution which stated that the next 

apportionment should be based on the upcoming (1870) Federal decennial census, and then followed by 

a state census in 1876.  Thus, there were scheduled to be three censuses in eight years:  1868, 1870, and 

1876.  It is likely the state felt no desire to conduct an 1872 census, nor was there any longer a four-year 

mandate, so no 1872 state census exists.   

The 1868 census included these same livestock and product totals, but for the first time in the 

state census, there was no longer a “slave” or “free person of color” category.  Instead, Blacks were 

counted (by gender) as “colored males” and “colored females”.  The last state census, 1876, included 

the same categories as the 1868 census.  One note:  American Indians were specifically excluded in the 

original territorial censuses, and it would appear that they were not counted in any of the state censuses 

either, based on the categories above.   

Why did Missouri stop taking a census after 1876?  At that time, the law required a state census 

every ten years, but no doubt this was an added burden on the county assessors.  In 1881, Governor 

John S. Phelps proposed that the state census be taken in 1885 and every tenth year thereafter, and 



that it be based on the same description and process as the Federal decennial census.  It would, 

essentially, be a mid-point census between the Federal censuses.  But, before that could happen, 

Governor John S. Marmaduke signed a bill into law in 1885 repealing the statute that mandated the 

state census.  (Missouri Senate Journal, 33rd General Assembly, 1885, p. 867)  

Missouri state censuses were now history.  What happened to these census counts?  The law 

required that the numbers be transmitted to the Secretary of State, but the “original books shall be 

deposited in the office of the clerks of the respective county courts; and it shall be the duty of the said 

clerks to preserve the same among the records of the county.”  (Revised Statutes of the State of 

Missouri, v. 1, 1856, p. 333)  Nevertheless, according to the Missouri State Archives, very few of the 

state census enumerations have survived.  Also, the figures in these 14 state censuses should be 

examined carefully before using as definitive results.  In addition to racial groups counted (or not 

counted), just the simple math is not all that accurate.  For example, in Greene County, the numbers for 

1852, 1856, 1860 and 1864 censuses do not total correctly.  That is, “white” plus “black” does not equal 

the “total population,” with totals ranging from an undercount of 13 to an overcount of 103.   

Accurate or not, these 14 Missouri state censuses offer a snapshot of population growth over 

the first fifty-five years of Missouri as a state.  Historians and demographers can determine the 

relevance and validity of these censuses; and, through this digitization project, we hope to make these 

censuses more accessible to the citizens of Missouri and other interested researchers.   

I would like to acknowledge two people for their invaluable assistance in this project.  First, 

thanks to Amy L. Waters, Reference Specialist at the State Historical Society in Columbia, Missouri, for 

providing clean copies of several of these censuses.  Second, a special thanks to Nathan Neuschwander, 

Microforms & Copy Services Supervisor at Meyer Library, Missouri State University, for his tireless work 

in digitizing either the print or microfiche versions of these censuses, often times cleaning up the copies 

to make them more readable.  Without his efforts, there would be no digitized Missouri state censuses.  

It is my hope that this project will advance the cause of research and scholarship in Missouri history, and 

for that alone, I will be grateful. 

  

      Byron Stewart  
Duane G. Meyer Library  
Missouri State University  
Springfield, MO 65897  
ByronStewart@MissouriState.edu 
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