
The World of 
Immigration 

Records



Today’s agenda
• Learn the history of immigration

• Understand the records created 
during immigration

• Locate the right records
• Understand what factors affect the 

kind of records to look for



Why use them?
• Pinpoint your Immigrant Ancestors’ 

origin abroad

• Identify their status upon arrival

• Figure out where they were 
headed

• See who they came with



Important Dates for Immigration Researchers







They immigrated to America

Between 1859 and 1862

We would like to determine 
if Francis emigrated from 
England with Mary Ann or 
with Hannah! (or with both? -)



New York Passenger Lists, 1820-1957, Arrival 
2 July 1863, ship Cynosure, image 455

Indexed as Wadley





?







http://mormonmigration.lib.byu.edu/













Two Significant 
Dates to 

Remember



1819 Steerage Act

• Law stipulated that a ship could not 
carry more than two passengers for 
every five tons of weight

• Required every ship carrying 
passengers arriving in the U. S. from a 
foreign port to file a list or manifest of all 
passengers on the ship with the port 
authorities 

• Immigration into the U. S. had virtually 
no legal restrictions before 1882 



1865 Canadian Passenger Lists
• There are no comprehensive nominal lists of 

immigrants arriving in Canada before 1865. 
• Few such lists have survived.
• Quebec City was first to record all immigrants 

– 1865
• Border crossing (into U.S.) records from 1895 

(St Albans, Vermont Records)
– Canada and USA established a joint inspection 

system. Passengers arriving in Canada who 
intended to go on to United States were inspected 
by US Officials at the Canadian Port of Arrival, 
then enumerated on US immigration lists. 



About 15 miles from the Canadian 
border, St. Albans is a research target 
for genealogists, as European 
immigrants heading for the United 
States would sometimes land at 
Halifax, Nova Scotia or Montreal, then 
take a train through the border crossing 
here. The National Archives (NARA) 
lists for St. Albans cover the period 
1895-1954.







Immigration Document Trails

• Passenger Lists
• Naturalization Documents
• Vital Records (BMD)
• Census Enumeration (1870 on in 

U.S. & 1881 on in Canada)
• Obituaries
• Charitable & Ethnic societies



Immigration Document Trails

• Port records
• Castle Garden (1855)
• Ellis Island (1890)
• Canadian Border Crossing
• Passport applications
• Letters of Denization



Castle Gardens, New York City



Castle Gardens, New York City



Ellis Island, New York City



Ellis Island, New York City



Angel Island, San Francisco









18 Feb 1822, ship Frederick





1895 – Ellis Island



July 1868, Boston



Hamburg 
Passenger 
Lists, 1912



St. Albans Boarder Crossing Cards















Immigration Document Trails

• Church records
• Migration paths
• Wills
• Land records
• Military records
• Desertion records



Immigration Document Trails

• Newspapers
• Local Histories
• Occupational records
• Association records
• Foreign Emigration records
• Oath of Allegiance



Immigration Document Trails

• Town directories
• Funeral home records
• Tax records
• Family History societies
• One surname projects
• Ship transcription projects



Where to look
• Pre-1820 Passenger lists

– Filby indexes
– Passenger and Immigration Lists Index 

1500s-1900s
– Ancestry.com
– Coldham: The Complete Book of 

Emigrants 1661-1699 & Emigrants from 
England to the American Colonies 1773-
1776 & Supplement to the Complete Book 
of emigrants in Bondage 1614-1775



Where to look
• Pre-1820 Passenger lists

– Donovan: Pre-Revolutionary Irish in 
Massachusetts 1620-1775

– Hacker: Eighteenth Century Register of Emigrants 
from Southwest Germany

– Myers: Immigration of the Irish Quakers into 
Pennsylvania 1682-1750 & Irish Quaker Arrivals to 
Pennsylvania 1682-1750

– Revill: Compilation of the Original Lists of 
Protestant Immigrants to South Carolina 1763-
1773



Where to look
• Post-1820 Passenger Lists

– Ancestry.com (New York City, Boston, 
Philadelphia, New Orleans, Atlantic Ports, 
Detroit, Baltimore, Florida, California, 
Seattle,Hawaii, and more)

• Genealogy.com
– Over 35 searchable datasets

• NARA
• FHL Catalog – A Guide 

(www.germanroots.com/passrecs.html)



Where to look
• Castle Garden.org
• Ellisisland.org
• InGeneas.com
• St. Albans Border Crossings
• NARA Passport Applications

– www.archives.gov/genealogy/passport/index.html
• Hamburg Passenger Lists 1850-1934
• FindMyPast.com
• Scotroots.com/immigrants.htm
• olivetreegenealogy.com
• stevemorse.org/



Where to look
• Colonial Naturalization Records

– Page: Letters of Denization & Acts of 
Naturalization for Aliens in England 1509-
1800  (FHL 824513-4)

– Guiseppi: Naturalizations of Foreign 
Protestants in the American and West 
Indian Colonies.  (Ancestry.com)

– New York and Pennsylvania Archives



Where to look
• U.S. Naturalization Records

– Federal and District courts (NARA & FHLC)
– Filby Indexes
– Index to New England Naturalization Petitions 

1791-1906 (FHLC)
– District 9 (Northern) Indexes (Illinois, Indiana, 

Iowa, Wisconsin)
– USGenWeb.org
– State Naturalization records
– Ancestry.com
– Footnote.com
– Italiangen.org



Facilitating your search
• Ethnicity
• Religion
• Occupation
• Language
• Wealth
• Social standing
• Social affiliations
• Tombstone



• Freemasons
• Odd Fellows
• Russian Brotherhood Organization
• Irish Repeal Societies
• Ancient Order of Hibernians
• Loyal Orange Lodges
• Charitable Society of Boston

Facilitating your search



• Knights of Columbus
• Knights of Pythias
• Grand Army of the Republic
• Ethnic newspapers
• Missing Friends ads
• Immigrant Savings Banks

Facilitating your search




