
Census records can be one of the most powerful 
tools for finding out who your ancestors were, 
where they lived and what they did. 

In the last issue we looked at Scottish census  
records, particularly those between 1841 and 
1921.  Here’s an example of how to use these to 
discover a family’s story. 

Unlocking your family’s story 

Using census records I have unravelled much of 
the story of my ancestors Angus and Catherine 
Matheson who lived on the Isle of Lewis in the 
19th century.   

I have four census records for their household in 
Callanish from 1841 to 1871 inclusive, which track 
the growth of the family and how the children 
moved away from home.   

Angus (a school master) died soon after the 1871 
census was taken, and the next two censuses 
show the widowed Catherine living in Stornoway 
with family before she died in 1895.  That’s half a  
century of snapshots of this family. 

Family history research — using censuses 
by Andrew Matheson  

Not all the family were present in the home as 
expected each census night, so a little sleuthing is 
needed to track them down.  This gives clues 
about their later lives.  Be careful, though.  Just 
because you find someone with the right name 
and age somewhere else on census night doesn’t 
mean they are the missing family member. 

For example, Angus and Catherine’s daughter  
Jessie (Janet) was not recorded at home in the 
1851 census.  At 18 she could well have been 
working, and I found a Jessie Matheson of that 
age who was a servant in Stornoway on census 
day.  It would be careless to assume this was my 
missing relative, because Jessie Matheson wasn’t 
an uncommon name in the area.   

But it turns out that this Jessie Matheson was in 
the household of William and Eliza McLeod — and 
I know that William was Jessie’s cousin on her 
mother’s side.   

The Jessie recorded there in the census was born 
in Lochs parish, which I knew, and her occupation 
was given as “schoolmaster’s daughter”.  So that 
is pretty good corroboration of this being the right 
Jessie Matheson.  Without that confirmation  
I would have been guessing. 

At 18 Jessie Matheson had left home and was working as a servant in Stornoway in the household of her 
cousin William McLeod, headed by his mother-in-law Mary Fraser and including William’s sister-in-law  

Simona Fraser 



Jessie’s brother Donald was also away from home 
on census day in 1851, but by searching on  
ScotlandsPeople I found a Donald Matheson  
lodging in the Stornoway household of Angus 
McDonald.  Again, how can I be sure this is my 
man? 

His occupation was given as ‘Clerk, Ordinance  
Survey’, and the Donald Matheson I was looking 
for went on to have a distinguished career as a 
surveyor.  The census recorded his place of birth 
as Lochinver in Sutherland, where Angus and 
Catherine lived before moving to the Isle of Lewis 
and where ‘my’ Donald was born, so this is defi-
nitely the Donald Matheson I was looking for. 

As with his sister Jessie, the census record paints a 
detailed picture of the diverse household he was 
living in. 

In 1851 Donald was lodging in Stornoway with two bachelor brothers, probably in business together, their 
niece as housekeeper, four school pupils (three of whom were probably siblings) and a domestic servant.  

… family history research — using censuses ... 

Census forms will tell you much more than simply 
who was at a property on a certain date.  Depend-
ing on the country and the year of the census, 
there can be a lot more information to glean from 
looking at these old forms.  This could be place of 
birth, job, education level, income, year of arrival 
in the country, year of marriage or even value of 
their house. 

It pays to study census forms carefully and learn 

what headings and abbreviations mean.  There 

are good guides available online. 



It's not only family members who are missing at 
census time who help tell a family’s story — addi-
tional people in the household are revealing too.   

By 1871 Angus and Catherine’s daughter Isabella 
was married and living 15 miles away in the village 
of Laxay.  On census night, though, she and her 
infant son Kenneth were back in the Matheson 
family home in Callanish along with her parents 
and two unmarried sisters.   

As Angus died just 18 days after the census was 
taken, it’s likely she was helping the family at a 
difficult time.  The fact that she was caught in the 
census back in the family home is another insight 
into the family’s life. 

The 1871 census recorded Angus Matheson, Free Church Teacher, 18 days before he died. 
His daughter Isabella McIver, with her surname corrected, was back in her parents’ house with her infant son. 

… family history research — using censuses 

Censuses are a once-in-a-decade snapshot of 
households and individuals, but by tracking  
people over a series of censuses and cross-
checking with other sources you can build up a 
rich picture of your ancestors’ lives. 

If you follow a person down through different 
censuses you can see how their family grows then 
shrinks as children move from home, and how 
often someone changes address.  But you might 
find that their age or birthplace change too — 
showing that not all census information is accu-
rate.  As with everything in family history, it’s  
important to cross-check with other sources 
where possible. 


