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or years, I had been trying to find my grandmother’s birth date…the real one. 

Depending on the source or relative, she was born sometime between 1894 and 

1897. Whether by ignorance of the informant or by my grandmother’s design, no 

two census records shared a common date. Because of numerous errors on the birthdates 

of siblings, I could not even trust the month of her birth on the 1900 census to be correct (it 

wasn’t). She was a relentless and frustrating brick wall.   

A friend and fellow researcher lamented that all her “tree-top” ancestors are brick walls. 

She was convinced that her ancestors rest peacefully in their graves determined to remain 

brick walls until they want to be known. “When my ancestors are ready to let me know 

them”, she claimed, “they stir and that essential piece of data glitters like nuggets of gold in 

a stream.”  She will find that essential document or meet that distant cousin who has the 

family Bible that she needs.i  

As for Grandmother, Alice, I was not content with a bracketed birth year: 1894-1897. I 

wanted to know when she was born or, at least, when she thought she was born. Given that 

she was born before the advent of state birth certificates, the only source for that data was 

Social Security.  

Starting in November, 1936, every employed individual in the U.S. was required to register 

with the fledgling Social Security Administration. Farmers and self-employed individuals 

were excluded from the system until 1954. Since Grandmother was widowed in 1933, I was 

sure that she surely held a job outside the home in order to support three children. If she 

was employed anywhere other than as farm labor, she would have applied for a Social 

Security number. 

The cost of a copy of an individual’s SSA-5 application is $27,  if you know their SSN. If the 

SSN is unknown, the request will cost $29. But the fine print on the request form is clear. 

The fee pays for a search and a copy, if found. If they cannot locate the SSA-5 form, you 

don’t get a refund or a discount.   
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According to the website, not all SSA-5 applications were microfilmed. I despaired ever 

knowing when my grandmother was born. Applications submitted by individuals born 

before 1910 were less likely to be on microfilm than those people who were born after that 

yearii. Then—if my friend’s theory can be believed—my grandmother stirred. I learned I 

could request her numident record. 

Social Security’s numident file is contains a computer record for every SSN ever issued by 

the agency. The record may (or not) record names of parents, but it does minimally include 

name, date and place of birth as recorded on the original form. Moreover, its cost was only 

$16, compared with the actual SSA-5 application. The only advantage that the application 

has over the numident is a signature. But that advantage is offset by the fact that, for 

females, the numident reports every change made to her social security record iii. So if you 

recall that Aunt Sue married a guy named Jim but you cannot recall when, the numident file 

may provide a clue to that information. The date her record was changed can provide you 

with a bracket date for when the marriage may have occurred. Even if you already have the 

precious SSA-5 application, you might want to also request the numident records as they 

provide evidence of name changes and other corrections to the individual’s record. 

As for Grandmother, she rests peacefully again. I can finally report that Alice MOORE, 

daughter of Joab MOORE and Mary Lou FENDLEY was born on 14 Dec 1894 at Salem, 

Oconee Co. SC.  Once more, Grandmother rests peacefully in her grave. Now, if only I can 

find where it is. 

                                                             

i Henry Z. Jones, a well-known researcher and writer of Palantine families, wrote two books about the 

serendipity that sometimes occurs in researching one’s family history.  He has an interesting view of this same 

type of phenomena. 

ii Apparently this is not an absolutely true statement. SSA published this assertion several years ago, but they 

did not report why one person born before 1910 would have his/her application microfilmed while another 

person born the same year would not. It is a hit-and-miss process at this point. 

iii I’ve had no personal experience in receiving a numident file with multiple changes. But SSA’s website 

publishes a document explaining the report format. The reader is referred to this document at 

http://policy.ssa.gov/poms.nsf/lnx/0100209004?opendocument.  
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