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James Heffernan, Genealogist

Class 2: Finding Origins in 
American Records

Getting Started in 
Jewish Genealogy

Meet today’s presenter

James Heffernan
Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Context
• Immigration & Naturalization Records
• Alternative Sources
• Gazetteers
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Voice of 
James Heffernan
Genealogist

Context

Why?
• Most American records will not name an exact 

birthplace

• Shifting borders in Europe

• European records are organized at the local level

• Lack of reliable, unified indexing projects
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Map of Europe in 1871
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Immigration & 
Naturalization 

Records

Types of Records
• Naturalization records (before and after 1906)

• Visa Files (1924-1944)

• Alien Registration Forms (1940-1944)

• Alien Files (1944-1956)

• Passport Records

Naturalization pre-1906
• Range of local and federal courts

• Resident of United States for at least five years

• Information collected varies from court-to-court

• Basic information: name, age, date of arrival, birth 
country

• Citizenship granted to wives of U.S. citizens
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Pre-1906 
Naturalization Records

Where?
• State and Federal Naturalization indexes at 

Ancestry.com (for all naturalization records, 
not just before 1906)

• Catalog at FamilySearch.org

• State Library or Archive

• Courthouse of origination

Databases at Ancestry.com
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Ohio, U.S., Southern District Naturalization Index 1852-1991

Catalog at FamilySearch.org

FamilySearch.org/search/catalog
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FamilySearch.org/search/catalog

FamilySearch.org/search/catalog

Naturalization post-1906 
(Certificate Files)

• September 27, 1906 – March 31, 1956

• Various local courts

• Consolidated (and standardized) naturalization 
records with the federal government

• Declarations of Intention, Petitions for 
Naturalization, Certificates of Naturalization

• Certificates of Arrival
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Certificate Files
• Held by the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 

Service

• Records 1906 to ca. 1944 on microfilm only

• Records 1944 to 1956 in hardcopy only

• After 1956: local USCIS office

• Local court records

New Jersey State and Federal Naturalization Records
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Visa Files
• July 1, 1924 – March 31, 

1944

• Only retained for 
permanent residents

• Not digitized

• U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services

• Proof of birth, including 
the names of parents

• Residence five years 
preceding

• Medical or personal 
affidavit

• Photograph!

U.S. Immigration Visas, 1924-1944
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• 1917-1918

• Coverage varied by state

• Large record loss

• Arizona, Kansas, 
Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Minnesota, North 
Carolina, North Dakota 
and Nebraska.

AR-2World War I

Alien Registration Forms

• 1940-1944

• Federal

• All non-citizens of the 
United States

• Majority born between 
1875 and 1910 

AR-2 Form of Anna Beczkala

A-Files
• Starting April 1, 1944

• Every non-citizen who arrived after April 1, 1944
or naturalized after April 1, 1956

• Consolidate agency records

• Split between agencies

• Access restrictions
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A-File of Anna Beczkala

Immigration records held by USCIS

genealogy.uscis.dhs.gov
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genealogy.uscis.dhs.gov

Passports
• Many foreign-born 

naturalized citizens

• Oct 1795 – Mar 1925: 
NARA

• Apr 1925 to present:
U.S. Department of State

• Name, birthplace, and 
residence of father

• Date of naturalization

• Destination and reason 
for travel

• Photograph!
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U.S., Passport Applications, 1795-1925 (Ancestry.com)

foia.state.gov/request/personalrecords

QUESTIONS?
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Alternative Sources

Vital 
Records

Newspapers
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Military Records

Jewish Aid Societies
• Landsmanshaft

• Organizations founded 
by individuals from the 
same town, shtetl or 
region. 

• Burial societies (chevra
kadisha)

• Synagogues (Anshei)

Mount Sinai Jewish Cemetery, Cheyenne, Wyoming

FEIGA EIDA CHAYA 
BAT MOSHE
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www.translate.google.com

Still no birthplace?
• Research extended relatives

• Witnesses on naturalization documents

• Determine religious congregation—what records 
do they have?

• Search for an ancestor as the friend or relative to a 
later arriving immigrant

FamilySearch.org

46

47

48

Class 2: Getting Started in Jewish Genealogy

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



3/7/2022

17

Gazetteers
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Gazetteers
• Government and private publications to show 

administrative divisions of territories and empires. 

• Display administrative hierarchy. 

• Specific to date of publication. 

• Gateway to primary sources in Europe. 

https://www.meyersgaz.org/

http://www.kartenmeister.com/preview/databaseUwe.asp
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http://dir.icm.edu.pl/Slownik_geograficzny/

http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/Gemeindelexikon_der_im_Reichsrate_vertretenen_Königreiche_und_Länder

http://wiki-de.genealogy.net/Gemeindelexikon_der_im_Reichsrate_vertretenen_Königreiche_und_Länder

55

56

57

Class 2: Getting Started in Jewish Genealogy

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



3/7/2022

20

https://www.jewishgen.org/Communities/Search.asp

https://www.geshergalicia.org/galician-town-locator/

QUESTIONS?
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Case Study

Excerpted Research Notes

Excerpted Research Notes
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https://www.jewishgen.org/Communities/Search.asp

https://www.jewishgen.org/Communities/Search.asp

Final Thoughts
• Expect variations in names and places

• Cast as wide a net as possible

• Assemble a list of all reported birthplaces for your 
ancestor

• Look for the phonetic match when the exact fails
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat

AmericanAncestors.org/getting-started-jewish-genealogy-2022

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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