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Stephen P. Morse (steve@stevemorse.org)
Background
The census day was April 1, 1950.  The census is sealed for 72 years for privacy reasons.  The census wasn’t opened until April 1, 2022.  What have we learned since opening day?


Before Opening Day
Nobody could see the census images except the National Archives themselves.  They scanned all the images so that they could be put online on opening day.  During the scanning process, they also OCRed each image.  OCR (Optical Character Recognition) is a process of creating searchable text files (name indexes) from images.  The files produced were full of errors, but at least we had a (primitive) way to search by name on opening day.
On Opening Day
The National Archives had the searchable images available on their website.  Other companies (Ancestry, FamilySearch, etc.) wanted to do the same.  To do so, they would have to ingest (fetch) the images that the National Archives put online.  That took several days.  Once they had ingested all the images, they had to OCR them.  That took several more days.  And once they had OCR-ed all the images, they had to proofread the resulting text files.  That took several months.

Teamwork
Ancestry and FamilySearch pooled their resources and worked together.  Ancestry had the technology to ingest and OCR the images.  FamilySearch had a pool of “free” volunteers to do the proofreading.  But each had their own schedules.  FamilySearch proofread one state at a time, and as soon as a state was proofread they made the name index for that state available.  Ancestry made the name index for all the states available before the proofreading process was completed.

Final Proofread Index
The final proofread index was good in some places, bad in others.  Due to gross transcription errors that the proofreading failed to correct, neither myself nor my wife can be found with a name search.  Furthermore, nobody had been able to find Harry Truman.  But that could be because his census record was misplaced (from Key West, to Washington, back to Key West) rather than because of transcription problems. 

The proofreading project was supposed to be completed in early September 2022.  And the FamilySearch website has been displaying a map since that date indicating that the proofreading is complete.  In fact, they display two maps on two different parts of their website, one showing completion and the other showing that only 17 states are complete.  Some targeted searches show that the name index for several states have indeed still not been placed on the FamilySearch website.
Location Searches
When name indexes fail, it is time to do a location search.  That was the only way that I was able to find the census record for myself and for my wife.  
The census is organized by Enumeration Districts (EDs).  A location search involves finding the ED for a particular address, and then accessing the census images for the ED found.  There are currently only two websites that offer ED Finders.
The original ED Finder is on the One-Step Website and has been available since 2002.  It is at (https://stevemorse.org/census/unified.html).   It supports all the census years since 1880, which was when enumeration districts were first used.  The support for 1950 was completed several years before opening day of the 1950 census.
The other website offering an ED Finder is Ancestry.  They support 1950 only.  Their search tool first became available about a week before opening day, much to everyone’s surprise.

Each site has its advantages and its disadvantages.  The location tool on Ancestry has problems in large cities for addresses that are near the city limits.  The location tool on the One-Step website does not permit a search-by-address for locations outside of large cities (for such locations it obtains the ED by place name rather than by address).
Once the ED is determined, you need to be able to go from the ED to the census images.  Several sites provide that ability.  The One-Step site has a tool, called a Universal Census Viewer (https://stevemorse.org/census/viewer1950.html), that allows you to specify the ED and then chose the underlying website from which you want to see the images.  The underlying sites supported are the National Archives, FamilySearch, and Ancestry.
Sheet Numbers, Image Numbers, and Page Numbers
From 1880 to 1940, population schedules were printed back to back.  So there were two population schedules on each sheet.  The population schedule on the front side of the sheet was numbered with an A, and the one on the back with a B.  So sheet 1 had a 1A side and a 1B side.  Then came 2A and 2B, etc.  In 1950, the population and the housing schedules were printed back to back.  Now there was only one population schedule per sheet, and there was no longer a need for the A and B indicators.
After the census taker completed one pass through the district, he made a second pass to try to find the people whom he missed on the first pass.  The sheet numbers jumped when the second pass was started.  In 1940 it jumped to 61A and in 1950 it jumped to 71.

When the National Archives put up the 1950 census images, they used page numbers.  That is, they referred to the images as p1, p2, etc.  For the first image of each ED, they uploaded a so-called Portfolio Control Label (PCL), which is the cover page of the enumerator’s portfolio.  So P1 is always the PCL, P2 is the census image on sheet 1, P3 is the census image on sheet 2, etc.
FamilySearch used the same numbering but called them images instead.  And ancestry used the same numbering, but didn’t call them anything.

As an example, consider the first ED (1-1) in the first state alphabetically (Alabama).  The sheets in Alabama 1-1 are:

   PCL, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 71, 72

The page numbers for these 11 sheets on the National Archives website are
   1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11

Similarly, the FamilySearch images are

   1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11

and the items of ancestry are numbered the same.

That means to get to a sheet numbered less than 71, you would have to select the page/image that is one more than the sheet number that you want.  To get to a sheet number that is greater than or equal to 71, you need to select the last page/image, see what sheet number it is, and from that determine how far back you need to go.
Transients
April 11 was set aside for enumerating people in hotels and tourist courts, and April 13 for flop houses and missions. In 1940, the enumerator would include these enumerations on the census sheets for his ED, starting on sheet 81A.  In 1950 the census taker would not enter the transients on his census sheets; instead he would hand each transient and Individual Census Report (ICR) form to fill in and then return to the census taker.  The ICRs were then sent to the Census Bureau in Washington, where clerks transcribed the information onto the last census sheets of the transient’s home ED.
But unlike the English-text information that the census taker entered on the census sheets, the clerks would transcribe the information for the transients in code.  For example, the census taker would enter “m” or “f” in the sex field, whereas the clerks would enter 0 or 1 in those fields when transcribing the information from the ICRs.  Same is true for the relationship field, the race field, and the marital status field.
What is needed is a way to decode this encoded information.  The One-Step site has a tool for decoding all the encoded information entered on the census sheets (https://stevemorse.org/census/codes.html). 
Nobody’s home
The census taker would make a pass through the district, entering the names of people whom he found.  After making that pass, he would make a second pass to try to find the people whom he couldn’t find on the first pass.

During the first pass, the census taker would number his sheets sequentially starting with 1A in 1940 and with 1 in 1950.  When the census taker started the second pass, he would break the sequential numbering and start numbering with 61A in 1940 and with 71 in 1950.  This resulted in a sheet-numbering gap.  (Prior to 1940, there was no sheet-numbering gap.)
In 1940, the census taker would make no notation for residences not found in the first pass and simply skip over them.  In 1950 he would make an entry for such residences, saying things like “no one home” or “vacant.”  And if he found people for that residence during the second pass, he would go back to the first pass and augment the “no one home” notation with things like “see sheet 73 lines 13-15.”
Where is the One-Step Site?

It’s at https://stevemorse.org.  Note that’s “.org” and not “.com”.  Someone else has the “.com” domain and claims to be the “Official Steve Morse Website.”  Don’t be fooled – he is not the Official Steve Morse – I am of course.  ;-) 
