Case 7

Isaac Forsyth and the Seventh Census of the United States, 1850 — a recent
rediscovery

4. Letter from Isaac Forsyth to the Secretary of Elgin Museum dated 1856.

This letter accompanies the donation of a copy of the book Seventh Census of the United
States, 1850. A transcription can be seen to the right of the original letter. ELGNM:
2009.19.147

Figure 1: Letter from Isaac Forsyth to the Secretary of Elgin Museum.



5. Seventh Census of the United States, 1850.

Donated by Isaac Forsyth in 1856. The book was gifted to Forsyth by his friend, and fellow
Elgin townsmen, William Murdoch. Murdoch had emigrated to the USA and set up as a
merchant in Baltimore, Maryland. This book was recently rediscovered in our stores, and
we thought a fitting item to display this year in the 250th anniversary of the United States
adoption of the Declaration of Independence. Not Accessioned. OE3838

Figure 2: the Seventh Census of the United States, 1850. Cover and example
page.



On the Easel: Isaac Forsyth.

Oil on Canvas. Copy, by a descendant of the sitter, of an original painted by Innes of
Edinburgh in 1851. ELGNM: 1964 .4

Figure 3: Painting of Isaac Forsyth

Isaac Forsyth (1768 — 1859) was a noted publisher, bookseller and historian — and
proprietor of the town’s first lending library. He lived and worked from The Tower on Elgin
High Street (now home to Ritsons). Forsyth was one of the founding members of Elgin
Museum and what is now The Moray Society. He is responsible for the Museum being
located where it is, having arranged the purchased of the plot of land. You can read more
about his life in his book Memoir of Isaac Forsyth, Bookseller in Elgin, 1768-1859.

In 1856, Forsyth presented a copy of the Seventh Census of the United States, 1850 to the
Museum. The book was accompanied by the following letter (4):

To the Secretary of the Elgin Museum
Dear Sir,

| send for preservation in the Elgin Museum the last “Census of The United States of
America” (1850) presented through the President of the States to my friend, and townsman,
Mr William Murdoch, Merchant in Baltimore, and by him to me. It is the largest and most
minute Collection of Statistical Table sand Figures | have ever seen during a long
acquaintance with Books.

I am sorry my health will not permit me to leave home in this deplorable weather, else |
should have gladly attended your call to the meeting of Directors this day. | trust they will
find everything going on smoothly and well; and, | hope they will continue to increase the
interest in the public mind towards this most respectable Institution, which they inspired last



Winter, by a further extension of these useful and Scientific Lectures on popular subjects,
so anxiously attended.

From the advancing state of knowledge amongst our young men of the present day, and
the influx of older inhabitants, I think the list of Subscribers might be still further enlarged by
means of a select committee named for that purpose.

| remain Dear Sir,

Your very obedient servant,
Isaac Forsyth

September 27th 1856

In the letter he refers to the book having been presented to his friend William Murdoch, a
former Elgin resident, by the president. But the inscription inside the cover suggests this
was not the case.

Inside the front cover of the book are the following inscriptions:

To Wm. Murdoch Esq, by his friend James Mott

From Hon J. A. Pearce U. S. Senate

31 August 1850 (18547?) (the text appears to have been overwritten)

To Isaac Forsyth Esq. Elgin
With respects and regards of
Wm F. Murdoch

Baltimore U. S.

August 25th 1855

Presented to The Elgin Museum by Isaac Forsyth, one of the earliest members of that
Institution, on his 89th Birthday. 12th September 1856.
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What we have not been able to establish is whether the James Mott who gifted this book to
Murdoch was the noted Quaker, founder of the American Anti-slavery Society and an
advocate for Women’s Rights of the same name. Perhaps not, if he received that book from
J. A. Pearce (1805 — 1862), Senator for Maryland from 1843-1862, a lawyer and politician
who was generally pro-slavery.

William Murdoch (1799 — 1875), merchant, was born in Moray, died in Baltimore,

Maryland. He married Mary E. Cole on 6th January 1824, in Baltimore, Maryland. He is
included in the Maryland 1860 federal census for Baltimore City Ward 11. He is described
as a merchant, with Real Estate valued at $50,000 ($2m in today’s money) and a Personal
Estate of $20,000 ($800K in today’s money). Also listed in his household are his wife, Mary,
and what we presume are their 11 children (9 daughters and 2 sons), a Housekeeper and 3
servants. The eldest son, Fridge, is 33 at this time, with a Personal Estate vale of $2000
($80K in today’s money).

Seventh census of the United States, 1850

The 1850 Census was the 7th Census carried out in the USA, but the first to count and list
all free people (including those described as “of colour”) by name rather than just recording
the head of the household. New questions included occupations for males over 15, exact
age and literacy.

The census covered the following categories:



-

. Population by Counties - Classification of Ages and Color - Aggregates.
Population by Subdivisions of Counties.

Nativities of the Population.

Births, Marriages, Deaths, Dwellings, and Families.

Progress of the Population.

Deaf and Dumb, Blind, Insane, and Idiotic.

Colleges, Academies, Schools, etc.

Attending School During Year, as Returned by Families.
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Adults in the State Who Cannot Read and Write.

10.Professions, Occupations, and Trades of the Male Population.

11.Agriculture - Farms and Implements, Stock Products, Home Manufactures, etc.
12.Newspapers and Periodicals.

13.Libraries Other Than Private.

14.Churches, Church Property, etc.

The census began on Saturday 1st June 1850 and took 5 months to complete. Every
person over the age of 20 was required to cooperate. The final census count was
23,191,876 — a population increase of almost 36% since the 1840 census.

It provides an interesting insight, especially comparing the results with how we now picture
the USA. For example, California, home now to the American film industry, listed only 14
actors out of a working population of 77,631. The biggest employment category? Mining —
with 57,797 men recorded as miners at what was the height of Californian gold rush.

Take a closer look at the stats on the last pages to see what the most common jobs were,
how many people could read and write and the nationalities of people arriving into the
United States.

You can view the census online:

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1853/dec/1850a.html

Curated by Claire Herbert, Elgin Museum Volunteer, July 2026


https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1853/dec/1850a.html
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Figure 5: Extract from Seventh Census: California statistics on literacy




Figure 6: Extract from Seventh Census: California statistics on employment



Figure 7: Extract from Seventh Census: Countrywide statistics on employment from A - Z (see
Figure 8)




Figure 8: Countrywide statistics on employment from A - Z (see Figure 7)




Figure 9: Statistics on the nationalities of people entering the United States.
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