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Evidence and Enquiry: Using the 1901 and 1911 census forms in the History classroom, 

2016 edition 

 

The census records for John O’Connell, Glasnevin, County Dublin 

 

Section One:   Finding the census form for John O’Connell in 1901 

Section Two:  Examining the headings on the 1901 census form for John 

O’Connell  

Section Three:  What can we learn about the family of John O’Connell from the 

1901 census forms? 

Section Four:  Where did the family of John O’Connell live in 1901? 

Section Five:   Who collected the census form from John O’Connell in 1901? 

Section Six:   What headings were used for the 1901 census? 

Section Seven: Finding the 1911 census form of John O’Connell 

Section Eight: What can we learn about the family of John O’Connell from the 

1911 census forms? 
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The family of John O’Connell, 1901 

 

During a census, each household has to fill in the census form for each person staying in the 

residence on the night of the census. In 1901 and 1911, the form had to be signed by the head 

of the household, and by an official appointed by the government. All information given on 

the form had to be correct. The only item of information that people could refuse to give was 

their religion. People in 1901 and 1911 would not have been able to find out information 

about their neighbours. The information given on each family’s census form was only 

published 100 years after it was filled in.  

Section One: Finding the census form for John O’Connell in 1901 

 

1. Go to www.census.nationalarchives.ie. 

2. Click on “Search the census records for Ireland 1901 and 1911”. 

3. Choose the census year, 1901. 

4. Write in the name O’Connell on the surname line. 

5. Write in John on the Forename line. 

6. Click the name Dublin in the drop-down list on the county line. 

7. Write in the name Glasnevin in the DED line.  

8. Click search. 

9. Two names appear in the search results. Click on the name O’Connell, John 

Killeen, aged 55. 

10. To see all of the personal information about his family, click on the box beside the 

term, “show all information”. 

11. Below the typed family information, you can view the four original forms relating 

to the family of John O’Connell - the household return (Form A), the enumerator's 

abstract (Form N), the house and building returns (Form B1), and the Out-Offices 

Return (Form B2) 

12. If the number 2 appears underneath any of these forms, click on the number. It 

will open up the reverse side of the form. 

 

We will start off with a look at the census form that was used in 1901, looking at the 

headings, asking some general questions about John O’Connell’s 1901 census return.  

This will familiarise you with the purpose of the headings, before going on to do a more 

detailed examination of the form. 

http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/
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Section Two: Examining the headings on the 1901 census form for John O’Connell 

 

 What information did John O’Connell have to give on the 1901 census form? 

 

The following headings were used in the 1901 census to collect information about each 

resident:  

 

1 Name and Surname 

2 Relation to head of family 

3 Religious Profession 

4 Education 

5 Age  

6 Sex 

7 Rank, profession or occupation 

8 Marriage 

9 Where born 

10 Irish language 

11 Illnesses, as outlined in the following heading: “If Deaf and Dumb; Dumb only; 

Blind; Imbecile or Idiot; or Lunatic” 

 

 

 
Image 1 - Census 1901, O’Connell John, family information 

[Notes on all images: a bigger copy of each image with a number is available in the file 

called “CSO 2015 H History 1901 1911 census images”, or you can access the pages by 

doing the search on www.census.nationalarchives.ie.] 

http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/
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Heading One: “Name and Surname” 

 

The first instruction under the heading makes it clear that no person who was absent on the 

night of Sunday, March 31
st
 should be entered on the form, “except those who may be out at 

Work, or Travellers, etc.,” during that night, and who return home on Monday, April 1
st
. 

 

Question: In your opinion, was it a good idea to allow those who were not at home, but who 

returned the next day, to be recorded on the form? 

 

Activity: Check the historical meaning of the word, “Traveller”, as used on the 1901 census 

form. 

 

“Head of the Family”: 

 

John O’Connell signed the 1901 census form as “Head of Family”.  

 

 
 

John O’Connell had to provide information for each person staying in his residence on the 

night of the 1901 census. He had to follow the advice on the census form: the “name of the 

Head of the Family should be written first; then the names of his Wife, Children, and other 

Relatives; then those of visitors, Boarders, Servants, &c.” 

 

Question: What is the difference between a visitor, a boarder, and a servant? 

 

Activity: In your opinion, how has the definition of head of family” changed since 1901? 

 

**** 

 

Heading Two: Relation to Head of Family 

 

The instruction asked John O’Connell to give the relation of each person to himself as “head 

of family”, to write in, for example, if a person was his son or daughter. 

 

Question: 

What is the benefit of this information for those collecting the census information? 

 

 

**** 
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Heading Three: “Religious Profession” 

 

John O’Connell was asked to fill in the religious status of each member of his household. If 

any person was a “Protestant”, then he was asked to write in the name of the “particular 

Church, Denomination, or Body, to which they belong”. 

 

Question:  

Can you name any one of the “Protestant” Churches that might be written in the 1901 census 

form?   

 

Activity:  

How has our understanding of the nature of religion changed in the past one hundred years? 

 

**** 

 

Heading Four: Education 

 

The section on “Education” indicates that only three headings should be used. with 

instruction: “State here whether he or she can “Read and Write,” can “Read” only, or 

“Cannot read.” 

 

Question: 

Can you suggest any other information that might have been requested here? 

 

 

**** 

 

Heading Five: Age. 

 

This sections asks John O’Connell to list the age of each person in his household on the 

census night, giving their age on their last birthday. For an infant under one, he had to fill in 

the numbers of months. 

 

Question: 

Can you suggest a more accurate method for determining the age of each person? 

 

 

**** 

 

Heading Seven: Rank, Profession, or Occupation. 

 

John O’Connell had to indicate a label that describes the work done by each person. 

 

Question: 

What word was to be used to describe any young person who attended a school, or who 

received regular instruction at home? (see section 10) 

 

**** 
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John O’Connell was requested to read the instructions “on the other side” of the census form. 

The following image indicated the detailed advice available to him. 

 

 Image 2 – Census 1901, O’Connell John, trades instructions 

 

Question 1: Can you suggest a reason why this is such a detailed explanation of what should 

be filled in under the heading of “Rank, Profession, or Occupation”? 

 

Question 2: What is a Peer? (Section 1) 

 

Question 3: The word “important” is used only in the first two sections. What does this tell us 

about the ideas of those who drew up the questions about the other “ranks”? 

 

Question 4: Read section 8. What information is to be filled in for graduates of universities? 
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Question 5:   Read the last section, Section 24.  

“Women and children. - The occupation of those who are regularly employed from home or 

who follow any business from home, is to be distinctly recorded, but no entry should be made 

in the case of those solely engaged in domestic duties at home” 

  

Read section 10. 

“Children or young persons attending a School or receiving instruction at home should be 

returned as scholars” 

 

Is there anything unusual about the advice relating to women and children who might work at 

home? 

 

**** 

 

Heading 8: Marriage 

 

John O’Connell had to state whether adult members of the family were married, not married, 

or a “widow” or “widower”. 

 

Question: How many people were listed on the form as married, two or three? 

 

**** 

 

Heading Nine: Where Born 

 

John O’Connell was born in “King’s County”.  

 

Question: What is the modern name of this county? 

 

John O’Connell was the only person in the house who was not born in Dublin city or county.  

 

Question What does this tell us about the growth of Dublin at the start of the twentieth 

century? 

 

**** 

 

Heading 10: Irish Language 

John O’Connell was to fill in the word “Irish” if it applied to a person who spoke Irish only, 

to write in “Irish and English” for a person who could speak both, and to leave the entry 

blank for all others. 

 

Question: What language was spoken by those who had no entry listed in this column? 

 

**** 

 

Heading 11: “Infirmities” 

John O’Connell had to fill in here information about any person who was deaf and dumb, 

dumb only, an imbecile, an idiot or a lunatic.  

The word deaf refers to a person who could not hear; the word dumb refers to a person who 

cannot speak. 
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The other three words were used to refer to persons who had intellectual disabilities, and 

would not be referred to in these terms today. 

 

Question: John O’Connell left this section blank. Can you suggest any reason why people 

might not have filled in this section, even if no person in the household fitted any of these 

categories? 
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Section Three: What can we learn about the family of John O’Connell from the 1901 

census forms? 

 

The following is a transcript of the information provided by John O’Connell on the 1901 

census form, under the heading, “Residents of a house 1 in Violet Hill Great (Glasnevin, 

Dublin)”. 

 

 

  

Name "Christian 

Name" 

relation 

to head 

of family  

Religious 

Profession 

Education age sex 

1 O'Connell John Killeen 
Head of 

Family 
Catholic Read and write 55 Male 

2 O'Connell Marianne Wife Catholic Read and write 55 Female 

3 O'Connell Bride Daughter Catholic Read and write 31 Female 

4 O'Connell Kathleen Daughter Catholic Read and write 29 Female 

5 O'Connell Angela Daughter Catholic Read and write 28 Female 

6 O'Connell Daniel Son Catholic Read and write 27 Male 

7 O'Connell Elizabeth Daughter Catholic Read and write 26 Female 

8 O'Connell John Son Catholic Read and write 23 Male 

9 O'Connell Emily Daughter Catholic Read and write 22 Female 

10 O'Connell Ellen Teresa Daughter Catholic Read and write 21 Female 

11 O'Connell David Dominick Son Catholic Read and write 19 Male 

12 O'Connell Augustine Son Catholic Read and write 16 Male 

13 O'Connell Thomas Son Catholic Read and write 15 Male 

14 White James Grand Son Catholic Cannot read 1 Male 

15 Fox Kate Servant Catholic Read and write 20 Female 
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Name "Christian 
Name" 

Rank, profession, or 
occupation 

Marriage Where Born Irish 
Language 

Infirmities 

1 O'Connell John Killeen 
Superintendent of Prospect 
Cemetery 

Married King's County 
Irish and 
English   

2 O'Connell Marianne - Married Dublin City 
-   

3 O'Connell Bride Type Writer and Scrivener Not Married County Dublin -   

4 O'Connell Kathleen Type Writer and Scrivener Not Married County Dublin -   

5 O'Connell Angela   Not Married County Dublin -   

6 O'Connell Daniel Mercantile Clerk Not Married County Dublin -   

7 O'Connell Elizabeth Type Writer and Scrivener Not Married County Dublin -   

8 O'Connell John Mercantile Clerk Not Married County Dublin -   

9 O'Connell Emily Type Writer and Scrivener Not Married County Dublin -   

10 O'Connell Ellen Teresa   Not Married County Dublin -   

11 O'Connell 
David 

Dominick 
Mercantile Clerk Not Married County Dublin -   

12 O'Connell Augustine Scholar Not Married County Dublin -   

13 O'Connell Thomas Scholar Not Married County Dublin -   

14 White James   Not Married County Dublin -   

15 Fox Kate General Servant Domestic Not Married County Dublin     
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What can we learn about the O’Connell family from this information? 

1  What is the name of the “head of family”? What was his occupation? 

2  What is the name of the mother? What is her occupation? 

3 Marianne and John were both aged 55 in 1901. Can you suggest when and what age 

they were married?  

4 How many sons were at home on the “census night”?  

5 How many daughters were at home on the “census night”?  

6 What was the religion of the O’Connell family? 

7 Where were all of the O’Connell children born? 

8 All members of John O’Connell’s family could “read and write”, according to the 

form. Is there any other information on the form to show that the O’Connell family placed 

great value on the importance of education? 

9 (a) Prospect Cemetery was more commonly known as Glasnevin cemetery. As 

superintendent (or manager) of the graveyard, he met many Dubliners as part of his work. Is 

there any connection between his employment and the size of his family? 

 (b) Four of his daughters were described as employed as a “Type Writer and 

Scrivener”; what work was done by the women? 

 (c) Three of the sons were working as “mercantile clerks”; what type of work was 

this? 

 (d) What was unusual about the occupation of Kate Fox? 

 

 

Look at the original census form filled in by John O’Connell. 

 

10 What was the date for the 1901 census? [Look at the line just below the heading, 

“Form A”.] 

11 Who signed the form, at the bottom, stating that the return was “correct”?           

12   Who signed the form, at the bottom, as “Head of Family”, saying that it was a “true” 

return? 

13   Why were two people needed to sign the form? 

 

Are there any other questions that you can ask that might assist you in your 

examination of this document? 
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ACTIVITY 

Do an online search for a person or place using the 1901 census 

1. If you can, find the name of a relative who was alive in 1901. If you cannot find 

information about a relative, pick a common Irish surname from your area. Using the search 

page on www.census.nationalarchives.ie, can you find an individual’s census information for 

the year 1901? 

 

2. Pick the name of a famous person who was living in Ireland in 1901. Using the search 

page on www.census.nationalarchives.ie, can you find the person’s census information for 

the year 1901? 

 

3. Choose a name that is common in your county. Using the search page on 

www.census.nationalarchives.ie, can you find how many people of that name lived in your 

county in 1901? 

 

Now record some information about that person: 

 

Name:      

Age: 

Religion: 

Education: 

Occupation: 

 

Write one sentence giving your impression of the person: 
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Section Four: Where did the family of John O’Connell live in 1901? 

The family information that John O’Connell filled in on the 1901 census form A did not 

contain all of the information that we can learn about the O’Connell family. Michael 

McNamara, the Enumerator (or government official) provided additional information about 

the area where John O’Connell lived, in a form headed, “Form N – Enumerator’s abstract for 

a townland or Street” 

 

 
Image 3 - Census 1901, O’Connell John, address information 

 

1(a)  What “county” did the family live in?   

1(b)  What “Constabulary district” did the family live in?  

1(c)  What “sub-district” did the family live in?  

1(d)  What “parliamentary division” did the family live in?  

1(e)  What “Poor Law Union” district did the family live in?  

1(f)  What “District electoral division” did the family live in?  

1(g)  What “Townland or Street” did the family live in?  

1(h)  What “Barony” did the family live in? 

1(i)  What “parish” did they the family live in? 

 

Not all of this information would be used by the family on a daily basis. What address would 

a person write on an envelope so that it would get to John O’Connell in 1901? 

Line 1  

Line 2 

Line 3 
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Michael McNamara, the Enumerator, also provided more information about the residence of 

John O’Connell.  

Examine this image. 

 

 

Image 4 - Census 1901, O’Connell John (form B1) housing information 

 

Look for the line beginning with the number 1. This is the house of John O’Connell’s family. 

The home of the O’Connell family was a “private dwelling” (see column 3), and was 

recorded as a 1
st
 class house (see column 11). 

2(a) How many “farm” buildings were recorded on the form for the O’Connell family 

(column 4)?  

2(b) How many “distinct families” lived in the O’Connell house (column 12)?  

2(c) How many rooms were in the main house (column 14)? 

2(d) How many people were listed in the O’Connell family for 1901 (column 15)?  

2(e) On what date was the census form collected (column 16)? 

2(f) How many members of the family were sick on the census night (column 17)? 

2(g) The name of the landowner was normally recorded in column 18. Who owned the 

land on which the O’Connell house was built? 

 

Write a profile of the O’Connell family in 1901, based on the information available to 

you on the 1901 census forms.  You can write about family size, ages, gender, head of 

the family, education, farming, type of house, economic activity, and any other relevant 

activity.   
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Section Five: Who collected the census form from John O’Connell in 1901? 

The government arranged for the collection of information by individuals who were called 

“Enumerators”. The census return for the family of Mary Anne O’Connell was collected by 

Michael McNamara. Look at his signature in the bottom left hand corner of the census form 

A.  

 

Image 5 - Census 1901, O’Connell John, form A, enumerator information 

 

Do a search for “Michael McNamara”, on www.census.nationalarchives.ie, for 1901, to view 

the personal information that may be available for him. 

 

1. Go to www.census.nationalarchives.ie . 

2. Click on this line - “Search the census records for Ireland 1901 and 1911”. 

3. Choose the census year, 1901. 

4. Write in the name McNamara on the surname line. 

5. Write in Michael on the Forename line. 

6. Choose the word “male” on the “Sex” line. 

7. Press search. 

 

Why is it difficult to locate the 1901 census return for Michael McNamara, the Enumerator, 

using these terms? 

 

What conclusion can you draw from your search for Michael McNamara in relation to 

historical research? 

 

http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/
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Section Six: What headings were used for the 1911 census? 

The following headings were used in the 1911 census to collect information, for each person 

staying in the residence on the night of the census. 

1 Christian name 

2 Surname 

3 Relation to head of family 

4 Religious Profession 

5 Education 

6 Age of Males   

7 Age of females 

8 Rank, profession or occupation 

9 Particulars as to marriage: 

Marriage status 

Length of marriage 

Total children born alive 

Children still living 

13 Where born 

14 Irish language 

15  “illnesses”, such as deafness 

 

 Question: Identify the new headings that were used in the 1911 census. 
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Section Seven: Finding the 1911 census form of John O’Connell 

 

To find the census form for John O’Connell in 1911,  

 

1. Go to www.census.nationalarchives.ie. 

2. Click on “Search the census records for Ireland 1901 and 1911”. 

3. Choose the census year, 1911. 

4. Write in the name O’Connell on the surname line. 

5. Write in John Killeen on the Forename line. 

6. Click the name Dublin in the drop-down list on the county line. 

7. Click search. 

8. Click on the name O’Connell, John Killeen, aged 67. 

9. To see all of the personal information about his family, click on the box beside the 

term, “show all information”. 

10. Below the typed family information, you can view the four original forms relating 

to the family of John O’Connell - the household return (Form A), the enumerator's 

abstract (Form N), the house and building returns (Form B1), and the Out-Offices 

Return (Form B2). 

11. If the number 2 appears underneath any of these forms, click on the number. It 

will open up the reverse side of the form. 

 

 
Image 6 - Census 1911, O’Connell John (form A) family information 

http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/
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Section Eight: 

What can we learn about the family of John O’Connell from the 1911 census forms? 

 

Read through the original census form – “Image 5 - Census 1911, O’Connell John (form A) 

family information”, or use the information outlined below.  

 

This is the information filled in by John O’Connell on the 1911 census form. 

Surname "Christian Name" Relation to head Religion Education Age Sex 

O Connell John Killeen Head of Family Roman Catholic Read and write 67 Male 

O Connell Marianne Wife Roman Catholic Read and write 67 Female 

White Mary Margaret Daughter Roman Catholic Read and write 43 Female 

O Connell Daniel Joseph Son Roman Catholic Read and write 38 Male 

O Connell John Son Roman Catholic Read and write 33 Male 

O Connell Emily Daughter Roman Catholic Read and write 32 Female 

O Connell David Dominick Son Roman Catholic Read and write 29 Male 

O Connell 
Augustine James 

Benjamin 
Son Roman Catholic Read and write 26 Male 

O Connell Thomas Aloislius Patk Son Roman Catholic Read and write 25 Male 

Daly Delia Visitor Roman Catholic Read and write 32 Female 

Wade Kathleen Servant Roman Catholic Read 17 Female 

Kennedy Mary Servant Roman Catholic Read and write 20 Female 

White Richd Henry Grand Son Roman Catholic Read and write 10 Male 

White Thomas Aloysius Grand Son Roman Catholic Read and write 8 Male 

 

Surname "Christian 

Name" 

Birthplace Occupation Irish 

Language 

Marital 

Status 

Years 

Married 

Children 

Born 

Children 

Living 

O Connell John Killeen Banagher , 
Kings Co. 

Superintendent of 
Prospect 

Cemetery 

Some Irish 
and 

English 

Married 44     

O Connell Marianne Dublin - English Married 44 17 11 

White Mary 

Margaret 

Dublin - Some Irish 

and 
English 

Married 14 none   

O Connell Daniel Joseph County Dublin Clerk English Single       

O Connell John County Dublin Clerk English Single       

O Connell Emily County Dublin Typhist (sic) English Single       

O Connell David 
Dominick 

County Dublin Clerk Irish and 
English 

Single       

O Connell Augustine 
James 

Benjamin 

County Dublin Accountant 
licentiate of 

Associated  

Accountants 
London 

Irish and 
English 

Single       

O Connell Thomas 

Aloislius Patk 

County Dublin Civil Engineer Irish and 

English 

Single       

Daly Delia Gort, County 

Galway 

Shop Assistant Irish and 

English 

Single       

Wade Kathleen Dublin Servant English Single       

Kennedy Mary Kilkenny Servant English Single       

White Richd County Dublin Scholar Irish and 
English 

Single       

White Thomas 

Aloysius 

County Dublin Scholar Irish and 

English 

Single       
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What can we learn about the O’Connell family from this 1911 census information? 

1 What is the name of the “head of family”?  

   What was his occupation? Has it changed since 1901? 

2 What is the name of his wife? What is her occupation?  

3 Marianne and John were both aged 67 in 1911. Look at their ages on the 1901 form.  

 Can you suggest a reason why the ages between 1901 and 1911 do not tally? 

4 How many sons were at home on the “census night”?  

 What is the age of the oldest son? What is the age of the youngest son?  

 How is their occupation different from that recorded in 1901? 

5 How many daughters were at home on the 1911 “census night”?  

   What is the age of the oldest daughter?   What is the age of the youngest daughter?  

   Which daughter present in 1911 was not included in the 1901 census?  

   Which daughters had left the house since the 1901 census? 

 Emily recorded her work in a different manner in 1911 to that of 1901. What new    

  term did she use to describe her occupation? 

6 What was the religion of the O’Connell family? 

7   All members of John O’Connell’s family could “read and write”, according to the    

              form. Is there any other information on the form to show that the O’Connell family   

              placed great value on the importance of education? 

8 The family employed two domestic servants in 1911. 

 What was their names? Where were they born? 

 The family employed only one servant in 1901. What does this tell you about the   

              changes in the family circumstances since 1901? 

9 The O’Connell family always placed a major emphasis on education. Three of the  

              elder sons were described as clerks. Look at the information for the two youngest   

              sons. What is the education qualification listed for Augustine, and the occupation 

               listed for Thomas?  How does this information tell us about the opportunities for  

              Irish students during the first decade of the twentieth century? 

10 Delia Daly, was listed as a visitor, aged 32.  

 Can you suggest a reason why she might have been present in the O’Connell  

               household on that night?  
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Look at the original census form filled in by John O’Connell. 

 

11.  Three new headings were included in the 1911 census form – the length of marriage,  

            the total number of children born alive, and the number of children still living. 

 How many children did Marianne give birth to? 

How many were still living in 1911? 

John O’Connell did not fill in this section of the form in a clear manner.  

How can you decide what is the correct information?  

What problems can a document like this cause for an historian? 

12         What was the date for the 1901 census?  

13         Who signed the form, at the bottom, stating that the return was “correct”?           

 

Are there any other questions that you can ask that might assist you in your 

examination of this document? 

 

 

Activity:  

 

What changes took place the O’Connell family over the period 1901 to 1911, as indicated by 

the census of 1901 and the census of 1911? 

 

Activity:  

Patricia O’Connell, a grand-daughter of John O’Connell, listed the names of the fourteen 

children of John and Mary O’Connell. How many of the names mentioned by her can you 

match with the names outlined on the two census forms? 

Patricia’s list: 

Dolly, Bride, Katie, Annie, Dan, Cissie, Sally, Jack, Emmy, Nellie, David, Rose, Gussie, and 

Tony 

Names from the 1901 and 1911 census: 

Bride, Kathleen, Angela, Daniel Joseph, Elizabeth, John, Emily, Ellen Teresa, David 

Dominick, Augustine James Benjamin, Thomas Aloislius Patrick, Mary Margaret. 

 


