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Finding Immigrant Ancestors
Link to homeland

Where did they come from, and when?

Insight into reason for immigration
Why did they come to the United States?

Who did they immigrate with?
Who did they leave behind?



Immigration Basics
Every ship had a passenger list or cargo 
manifest.

Prepared at the point of departure.
Included name of ship, name of captain, dates of 
departure/arrival, roster of passenger names.

1565: The first permanent European settlers 
arrived in the new world.

In St. Augustine, Fla.



Immigration Basics
1820: U.S. government established law 
requiring that passenger arrival 
information be recorded.

Mandated that certain details be recorded.
• Ship name, captain’s name, dates and ports of 

departure and arrival.
• Name, age, sex, nationality and occupation of 

passengers.
– Sometimes only the name of the head of household.



Immigration Basics
Prior to 1820, immigration information 
may have been required by individual 
states or port cities.

It’s rare that these original lists still exist.
• However, many of these lists have been 

published in secondary sources.

IF a list still exists, it could be held in any 
number of places, including at local level.



Major Ports
In the beginning, people landed where 
they landed.

No official ports or customs stations.
18th century: Philadelphia was the 
major port of entry.
1825: New York City became the 
busiest port with opening of Erie Canal.
19th and early 20th century – 101 ports.



How Long Did It Take?
Sailing vessels could take four to 12 
weeks to cross the Atlantic.

Seven to eight weeks on average.

19th century steamships: two to three 
weeks.
By the 1920s, the journey took only five 
days.



Where Immigrants Came From
Prior to 1882, the majority of 
immigrants came from northern and 
western Europe.
By 1907, three-quarters came from 
southern and eastern Europe.



Immigration Regulation
Prior to 1875, states regulated ports.
1875 to 1890: Federal and state 
governments handled immigration 
jointly.
1890: U.S. took control of immigration 
at New York City.
1891: U.S. took over all ports.



1893: U.S. Required More Info
Marital status
Last residence
Final destination
If in U.S. previously
If joining a relative
Able to read, write
If had train ticket to 
final destination

Amount of money
State of health
1903: Added race 
1906: Added 
personal description, 
place of birth 
1907: Added nearest 
living relative in 
native country



What About Ellis Island?
Castle Garden came before Ellis Island.

Aug. 1, 1855 to April 18, 1890. 
First processing station for immigrants in the U.S.
Established by the state of New York.

Temporary center used April 19, 1890 
to Dec. 31, 1891.
Ellis Island opened Jan. 1, 1892. 

Country’s first federal immigration center.
Designed to handle up to 10,000 immigrants a 
day.
June 14, 1897: Fire destroyed the center.



What about Ellis Island?
Temporary office reinstated June 1897 
to Dec. 16, 1900. 
Dec. 17, 1900: New building opened.

Not as big as the original building because 
immigration had slowed because of the 
cholera epidemic in Europe and the 
economic depression in the United States. 
This building underwent many additions.



What about Ellis Island?
1st and 2nd class passengers did not go 
through Ellis Island.

Boat would dock at pier, and steerage 
passengers were ferried back to Ellis Island 
for inspection.

Immigration officials did not change 
names. 

They worked from passenger lists created 
at port of departure.



1920s Bring Changes
1921: Emergency Quota Act set restrictions 
on immigrations.

Southern, eastern Europeans and Japanese faced 
tightest restrictions.

1924: Law requires immigrants to apply for 
visas and be accepted for admission prior to 
leaving for the United States.

Ellis Island no longer needed to process 
immigrants.

By the 1960s, most immigrants were arriving 
by airplane.



Finding Passenger Lists
Passenger lists from 1820 to 1950s are 
on microfilm at the National Archives.

Library of Michigan has many of these 
indexes and some copies of these lists.
More are added to various Web sites all the 
time.



Searching Passenger Lists
Lists were created at port of departure.

Recorded by ship’s officer.
Word of mouth.

Check the original source if available.
Be aware of variant spellings.
Search years before and after the 
immigration year you have. 
Births and deaths at sea may be listed at the 
end of a passenger list.



Print Resources
Using index books to find immigrants.

Read the introductory material.
• This should explain source information, what’s being 

indexed and how information is organized.

“Passenger and Immigration Lists Index”
Indexes other immigration books.

Other books indexed by nationality, arrival 
port or place of settlement.

“Germans to America,” “Immigrants to New 
England, 1700-1775”



Preliminary Information for Searching
Name at time of immigration

Some changed name upon arrival

Age
Year of immigration
Port of arrival
Port of departure
Ethnicity/nationality
Any information on fellow travelers



Finding Preliminary Information
U.S. census

Beginning in 1870, census listed place of birth for 
individuals, whether parents were foreign-born.
Beginning in 1880, parents’ place of birth also 
included.
1900-1930 lists year of immigration, naturalization 
status.

Family records
Naturalization papers





Ancestry Library Edition
Subscription site available at the Library of 
Michigan. 
New passenger information added frequently.

Especially within the last year or two.
Find information from a variety of ports, time 
periods and sources.
Ancestry.com has “Passenger and 
Immigration Lists Index.”

Ancestry.com is personal subscription site.

















Castle Garden
Free Web site.
www.castlegarden.org
10 million names covering 1830 to 
1892.















Ellis Island
Free Web site.
www.ellisisland.org
1892 to 1924.
Requires free registration to view 
images.











Immigrant Ships Transcribers Guild
Free Web site.
www.immigrantships.net/
More than 8,000 passenger manifests 
transcribed by volunteers.
Browseable. 

















One-Step Web Pages
Free Web page.
stephenmorse.org/
Maintained by researcher Stephen 
Morse.
Search multiple sites from this site.













National Archives
Just added more than 5.2 million passenger 
records.

Second half of the 19th century
Baltimore, Boston, New Orleans, New York and 
Philadelphia
Primarily people of Russian, German or Italian 
ethnicity
Transcripts

www.archives.gov









































A Note on Canada
For most of the 1800s, the United States kept 
no record of immigrants arriving by land from 
Canada.
The first immigration stations on the border 
opened in the 1890s.

At that time, 40 percent of those who arrived by 
boat in Canada were headed for the U.S.

Canada border crossing records, 1895-1954
Only show non-Canadians before 1906.
On microfilm and on Ancestry Library Edition.



Newspapers
Newspapers in port of arrival often 
reported information about incoming 
and outgoing ships.

Often simply the ship name and date of 
arrival or departure, the ship’s port of 
embarkation or its destination.
Sometimes more detail, such as weather 
conditions or deaths at sea.



Newspapers
The New York Times

The Library of Michigan has this on 
microfilm beginning in 1851.
The paper has an online archive at 
www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/
nytarchive.html.
• Articles in the public domain (1851-1922) are 

free.







New York Times
Sept. 28, 1912
Page 24



Finding Photos of Ships
Ellis Island site
Some through Ancestry Library Edition
stephenmorse.org















Questions?
Contact the Library of Michigan

Ask at either reference desk.
(517) 373-1300
librarian@michigan.gov
www.michigan.gov/askalibrarian
www.michigan.gov/familyhistory

mailto:librarian@michigan.gov
http://www.michigan.gov/askalibrarian
http://www.michigan.gov/familyhistory
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