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Bringing Life to the Past

One thing that really sparks many people is being
able to make monetary connections: how much
does $X in 1850, or 1855, or 1860, or 1865 equal
today? What's the buying power? How does it relate
to my life today?

These kinds of comparisons are more complex than
you might think. So many factors go into determin-
ing how those relationships and connections work!
Where are you in the country? What's your skill
base? What's the consumer average for things like
food, housing, or clothing? These variables are truly
variable in modern life, and they're not any less so
in historic life.

But, here's a handy little conversion formula and
chart that can at least get us close, brought to us by
the Federal Reserve Bank in Minneapolis (see the url
at the end of this article.)

The data comparison chart allows us to calculate for
any base historic year compared to any base mod-
ern year, and it's a pretty fun bit of math! (And yes,
you can do this math. I promise. If you're doing a
stack of conversions, you'll get pretty fast at it! And
I'll let you use a calculator.)

The initial chart merges information from multiple
sources. Logically, this either helps to cancel bias in
each individual source, or radically compounds it,
so we're going to fall on the side of bias-
cancellation, just for fun.

To make a conversion, you'll use this formula:

Price Of Item Right Now =
Historic Price x (Modern CPI / Historic CPI)

(CPI stands for Consumer Price Index)

In the next column is the historic CPI chart from the
Minneapolis Federal Reserve, reduced to the year
range on which History In Situ is focused.

The formula lets us plug in information and get a
decent estimation of quite a lot of things.

For instance, if I make $40K a year now, what's that
equivalent to in 1858? As with all formulae, it's a

matter of putting in what I know, and solving for
what I don't know. Working along the formula,
here's what I know:

 Price of Item Right Now: 40,000

 Historic Price: Don't Know; we’ll note it
as ?

 2014 CPI: 709.9

 1858 CPI: 26

In the formula, it looks like this:

Price Of Item Right Now =
Historic Price x (Modern CPI / Historic CPI)

40,000 = ? x (709.9/26)

40,000 = ? x (27.30)

40,000/27.30 = ?

1465 = Historic Price

How Much?
Create Connections with Monetary Context

Consumer Price Index

1835 31 1845 28 1855 28

1836 33 1846 27 1856 27

1837 34 1847 28 1857 28

1838 32 1848 26 1858 26

1839 32 1849 25 1859 27

1840 30 1850 25 1860 27

1841 31 1851 25 1861 27

1842 29 1852 25 1862 30

1843 28 1853 25 1863 37

1844 28 1854 27 1864 47

1865 46

2014 CPI = 709.9
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$1465 would be my 1858 equivalent salary to
$40,000 in 2014. That breaks down to a weekly sal-
ary of $28 a week, which is quite a bit more than
any woman was ever earning per week in 1858!

If I have information on the average weekly wage in
my historic target year, I can quickly figure out an
approximate modern dollar amount.

If I am working with a store ledger showing prices
for shoes in 1840, I can use the formula to figure
out how much I'd be spending on them in 2014. I
can compare that to what I do spend on shoes in
2014, and see how my buying power might hold up
(or not) in the past.

We can also use prices from various geographical
places in the same year, translate them into 2014
dollars, and get a sense of how economic value
changes by region within the same time span, and
how those relationships might "feel" if we were
spending our own modern money on them.

If I were doing a load of conversions from 1858 (or
any year) to modern dollars, that Modern CPI-
divided-by-Historic CPI number gets used over and
over, so I can very quickly get into a rhythm of fig-
uring the formula.

Simple algebra gives us a handle on some very per-
tinent connections to history. Yes, there are always
going to be flaws in the numbers used to create the
CPI used in this table, but those flaws don't detract
from the overall utility of the comparisons.

Bring It To Life

 Convert monetary values for many ele-
ments of your interpretive activities. How
much does a horse cost in the past,
translated into modern dollars? How
much does a particular craftsman make
per month, translated into modern dol-
lars? How much did this house cost to
build, and what does that equate in mod-
ern dollars? These kinds of concrete con-
nections bring the past into very relevant
form for visitors.

 Convert monetary values and add to
price notes in interpretive store stations.

 Add historic dollar equivalent notes to
price tags for reproduced items in the
site gift shop.

 Use converted and historic prices in a
"What Can I Buy" activity station for visi-
tors.

 Use the chart as a tool to create math
challenge sheets, helping students draw
their own meaningful connections while
using math in real life. The challenge
sheets accompanying this article may be
shared with educators for pre– and post-
visit educational enrichment.

 Use historic pricing for labor and goods,
with the modern dollar “translations” to
help draw connections and contrasts be-
tween modern and historic societal value
on labor versus goods.

Read More About It

Find the full chart at http://www.minneapolisfed.
org/community_education/teacher/calc/hist1800.
cfm

How Much?
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The Conversion Formula
Cost in 2014 Dollars =

Cost in History Year x (2014 CPI / History Year CPI)

Why Does It Work?
The formula is the second step in describing a ratio
relationship and solving for an unknown element:

The formula is expressed as a way to determine a
specific unknown in the relationship (the cost or
price in modern dollars), but we can use the ratio
idea to express many different comparisons, both
between modern dollars and historic dollars, as well
as relationships between dollars in different historic
years.

1: It is 1838. You are a skilled carpenter in X city
and make $6.00 per week. What is your annual in-
come for 1838? How much would that be in 2014
dollars?

2: In modern life, you earn about $43,000 per year.
How much does this equal in 1853?

3: In 1849, the steamship Nicaragua advertised ex-
press travel from New York City to the California
gold fields at up to $90.00 per person, meals and

luggage costs included. If you were spending 2014
dollars, how much is the maximum passenger fare?

4: Compare the CPI for 1864 with the CPI for 1858.
What do these numbers tell you about the cost of
living in each year?

How Much?
Use the formula and chart to create and explain dollar comparisons. Round decimals to the

nearest hundredth. Be sure to show your steps for solving each math challenge.

Consumer Price Index

1835 31 1845 28 1855 28

1836 33 1846 27 1856 27

1837 34 1847 28 1857 28

1838 32 1848 26 1858 26

1839 32 1849 25 1859 27

1840 30 1850 25 1860 27

1841 31 1851 25 1861 27

1842 29 1852 25 1862 30

1843 28 1853 25 1863 37

1844 28 1854 27 1864 47

1865 46

2014 CPI = 709.9

Student:

Date:

Chart data extracted from the CPI charts at the Minneapolis
Federal Reserve website, http://www.minneapolisfed.org/
community_education/teacher/calc/hist1800.cfm

Year A Price or Cost Year A CPI

Year B Price or Cost Year B CPI=



HISTORYINSITU.COM
Bringing Life to the Past

The Conversion Formula
Cost in 2014 Dollars =

Cost in History Year x (2014 CPI / History Year CPI)

1: It is 1838. You are a skilled carpenter in X city
and make $6.00 per week. What is your annual in-
come for 1838? How much is your weekly and an-
nual income in 2014 dollars?

Annual Income = Weekly Pay x 52 Weeks
X = 6.00 x 52
X = 312.00

My annual income in 1838 is $312.00

Weekly Income in 2014 dollars
X = 6.00 x (709.9/32)

X = 6.00 x (22.18)
X = 133.08

I make the equivalent of $133.08 per week in
2014 dollars.

Annual Income = Weekly Pay x 52 Weeks
X = 133.08 x 52

X = 6920.16
My annual income is $6920.16 in 2014 dollars

2: In modern life, you earn about $43,000 per year.
How much does this equal in 1853?

Refer to formula above
43,000 = X x (709.9 / 25)

43,000 = X x (28.40)
43,000 / 28.40 = X

1514.08 = X
In 1853 dollars, I earn $1514.08 per year.

3: In 1849, the steamship Nicaragua advertised ex-
press travel from New York City to the California
gold fields at up to $90.00 per person, meals and
luggage costs included. If you were spending 2014
dollars, how much is the maximum passenger fare?

Refer to formula above
X = 90.00 x (709.9  / 25)

X = 90.00 x (28.40)
X = 2556.00

In 2014 dollars, my maximum fare is $2556.00.

4: Compare the CPI for 1864 with the CPI for 1858.
What do these numbers tell you about the cost of
living in each year? What might account for the dif-
ference in these numbers?

CPI in 1864 is 47; in 1858 is 26. By 1864, the CPI
has grown by 21 points. The cost of living has in-

creased by nearly 100%.

How Much?
Use the formula and chart to create and explain dollar comparisons. Round decimals to the

nearest hundredth. Be sure to show your steps for solving each math challenge.

Consumer Price Index

1835 31 1845 28 1855 28

1836 33 1846 27 1856 27

1837 34 1847 28 1857 28

1838 32 1848 26 1858 26

1839 32 1849 25 1859 27

1840 30 1850 25 1860 27

1841 31 1851 25 1861 27

1842 29 1852 25 1862 30

1843 28 1853 25 1863 37

1844 28 1854 27 1864 47

1865 46

2014 CPI = 709.9

Grading Key

Chart data extracted from the CPI charts at the Minneapolis
Federal Reserve website, http://www.minneapolisfed.org/
community_education/teacher/calc/hist1800.cfm


