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Rhonda R. McClure, Senior Genealogist

New York City Research: 
Four Hundred Years of 
History and Genealogy
Class 4: 20th-Century New York 
City: Closing the Golden Doors

Meet today’s presenter

Rhonda R. McClure
Senior Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• The rise and eventual restriction of immigration
• Essential record sets
• Major repositories
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Immigration

Voice of
Rhonda R. McClure
Genealogist

Immigration in the 20th Century
• By the 1900s, immigration was running at an all-

time high

• Ellis Island was a major entry point for 
immigrants

• The influx of those who looked and dressed 
differently from the Anglo-Saxons was beginning 
to cause concerns among some

• Settlement patterns were suggesting a sense of 
isolation among certain ethnicities

Why Head to America?
• Unskilled laborers could find many types of jobs 

in a growing urban community

• Abject poverty in certain countries

• Chain migration of families

• Improved methods of travel, faster ships

• Pogroms against the Jewish continued to escalate
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Come to America
• Letters

• Emigrant Guidebooks

• Newspaper articles

• Promotional brochures

• Steamship lines & their advertisements

• Railway lines & their advertisements

“New” Immigrants
• Appeared less likely to assimilate into American 

life, preferring to congregate together apart from 
others in America

• Came from southern and eastern Europe with 
new religions, manners, style of dress

• Unskilled men who often came, not to settle, but 
to work a few months to make money

• Concentrated in industrial centers

Passenger Lists
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Ellis Island Reopens

The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 
16 Dec. 1900

20th Century Passenger Lists
• Many questions were being asked on passenger 

lists in the 1900s

• For New York arrivals, passenger lists begin to 
include:
– Lists of Detained Aliens
– Lists of those who went before Board of Special 

Inquiry 
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Understanding the Manifest
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Detained

Passenger 
Examination

Unacceptable
• If on such examination there shall be found among 

such passengers any convict, lunatic, idiot, or any 
person unable to take care of him or herself without 
becoming a public charge, they shall report the same 
in writing to the collector of such port, and such 
person shall not be permitted to land.”
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Additional Exclusions
• To avoid health epidemics

• To prevent anarchy

• To prevent the undermining of the American 
“way of life”

• To protect immigrants from forced labor

Immigrant Inspection
• 1st and 2nd class passengers were inspected on 

board the ship

• 3rd class, “Steerage,” were transferred from the ship 
to an immigrant inspection station

• Notations made on passenger lists

6-Second Exam
• Doctors at Ellis Island 

would examine newly 
arrived immigrants as 
they walked up stairs, 
etc.

• Chalk marks identified 
possible problems 
requiring additional 
examination.
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Goratowska, Helena, age 18, female, single, servant

Med. Cert. clr Inflam of
lymph glands of neck
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Goratowska,
Helena

Group 16, No. 9,
No. of Persons, 1

Cause of Detention: LPC
11:30am Dr cert
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Deported 2/26

Deported 3/1/09, Ship Vaterland
Meals:  5 breakfasts,

6 lunches
5 dinners

Border Crossings
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Border Crossings
• From Canada to the United States, these records 

begin in 1895 and are available online up through 
1956.

• Some of the arrivals are recorded much later than 
the actual arrivals took place.

1896 Canadian Border Crossing

Settlement Patterns
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Four States
• New York: nearly 

2.75 million

• Massachusetts: more 
than 1 million

• Pennsylvania: more 
than 1 million

• Illinois: more than 1 
million

Too Many Immigrants
• A closing of the ”Golden Door” had begun:
– Immigration Act of 1882
– Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882
– Alien Contract Labor Laws of 1885, 1887

• Third Major Immigration Wave, 1890-1914

• Inception of INS Service in 1906

• Dillingham Commission, 1907-1910

Dillingham Commission
• Act of Congress, 20 February 1907, created a 

commission, headed by William P. Dillingham, to 
examine the “immigrant question.”

• The commission consisted of three senators 
appointed by the President of the Senate; three 
members of the House of Representatives 
appointed by the Speaker of the House; and three 
persons appointed by the President of the United 
States.
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Dillingham Commission
• Senators:

– William P. Dillingham, 
chairman

– Henry Cabot Lodge
– Asbury C. Latimer (d. 20 Feb. 

1908)
– Anselm J. McLaurin (appt. 25 

Feb. 1908; d. 22 Dec. 1908)
– Le Roy Percy (appt. 16 March 

1910)

• House of Representatives:
– Benjamin F. Howell
– William S. Bennett
– John L. Burnett

• Appt. by President:
– Charles P. Neill
– Jeremiah W. Jenks
– William R. Wheeler

Dillingham Commission

William Paul Dillingham Henry Cabot Lodge

Dillingham Commission Report

• Officially submitted to 
the Committee on 
Immigration – December 
5, 1910

• Printed in 1911
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Dillingham Commission Report

Immigrant Restriction League
• Founded in 1894 in Boston by Charles Warren, 

Robert DeCourcy Ward, and Prescott F. Hall

• All three were Boston Brahmin Harvard alumni of the 
class of 1889

• Warren & DeCourcy Ward were Mayflower 
descendants while Hall’s ancestors arrived from 
England in the 1600s

• Believed that immigrants from southern and eastern 
Europe were ethnically inferior to Anglo-Saxons

Prescott F. Hall
• 27 Sep 1868 – 28 May 

1921

• Also served as general 
secretary of the National 
Association of 
Immigration Restriction 
Leagues

• The IRL disbanded after 
his death
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Book by Prescott F. Hall

Immigration 
Restriction League:
• Attracted prominent 

scholars and philanthropists 
predominantly from New 
England

• Used books, pamphlets, 
meetings, newspaper and 
journal articles to campaign

• Promoted alienist and 
xenophobic ideas

• Also promoted eugenics

Immigration Restriction League
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Immigration Restriction League

QUESTIONS?

Closing the Door
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Literacy Tests
• 1891 was the first time that a literacy test was 

suggested

• Recommended with each act that followed

• Eventually included in the Immigration Act of 
February 5, 1917

• The Immigration Restriction League heavily 
lobbied for the changes in the Immigration Act of 
1917

Literacy Test

Literacy Test
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Literacy Test

Beginning of Quota System
• Act of May 19, 1921

• Set the annual quota for each nationality group at 
3% of the number of foreign-born persons of that 
national origin as enumerated in the 1910 census

• Asiatic barred zone immigrants still denied

• Exempted certain classes of alien

National Quota Act of 1924
• Heavily weighted to limit the southern and 

eastern Europeans from gaining entry

• The “national origins” system became fully 
operational in 1929

• Capped total immigration outside of Western 
Hemisphere to 150,000

• Averaged out to 5 northwestern Europeans to 1 
southeastern European 
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National Origins Quotas
• Afghanistan – 100
• Albania – 100
• Andora – 100
• Arabian peninsula – 100
• Armenia – 100
• Australia – 100
• Austria – 1,413
• Belgium – 1,304
• Bhutan – 100
• Bulgaria – 100
• Cameroon – 100
• China – 100
• Czechoslovakia – 2,874
• Danzig – 100
• Denmark – 1,181

• Egypt – 100
• Estonia – 116
• Ethiopia – 100
• Finland – 569
• France – 3,086
• Germany – 25,957
• G.B. & No. Ire. – 65,721
• Greece – 307
• Hungary – 869
• Iceland – 100
• India – 100
• Iraq – 100
• Irish Free State – 17,853
• Italy – 5,802
• Japan - 100

National Origins Quotas
• Latvia– 236
• Liberia– 100
• Liechtenstein- 100
• Lithuana – 386
• Luxembourg – 100
• Monaco – 100
• Morocco – 100
• Muscat (Oman) – 100
• Naura – 100
• Nepal – 100
• Netherlands – 3,153
• New Zealand – 100
• Norway – 2,377

• New Guinea – 100
• Palestine – 100
• Persia – 100
• Poland – 6,524
• Portugal – 440
• Ruanda & Urundi – 100
• Rumania – 295
• Russia, European and Asiatic –

2,784
• Samoa – 100
• San Marino – 100

Researching in 
New York City
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New York City Research
• Vital records

• City directories
– Annual
– May show who else is living at the same address

• Jewish cemeteries

• Repositories

https://a860-historicalvitalrecords.nyc.gov/

NYC Historical Vital Records
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www.FamilySearch.org

www.FamilySearch.org

NYC Historical Vital Records
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NYC Historical Vital Records

NYPL – NYC City Directories

NYPL – NYC City Directories
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1900 Census

https://stevemorse.org/index.html

https://stevemorse.org/census/unified.html?year=1900
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Google Maps

https://stevemorse.org/census/unified.html?year=1900

www.Ancestry.com
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ED 944, NYC, 1900 Census

2349 1st Avenue, Manhattan

NYPL – NYC City Directories
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NYPL – NYC City Directories

Cemetery Plots
• If Jewish ancestors are buried in New York City, it 

is possible their plot was purchased by a 
landsmanschaftn organization.

• Larger cemeteries may have many such sections of 
graves.

Bessie Feder’s Death
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Landsmanschaftn Groups
• Began with newly arrived immigrants pooling 

money together to aid with:
– A sick friend
– A burial
– A place to worship
– To help bring a landsman (country man) over

• Formalized borrowing from their own 
experiences as well as fraternal orders of the time

Landsmanshaftn Records
• Rosaline Schwartz and 

Susan Milamed’s A Guide 
to YIVO’s Landsmanshaftn
Archive

• Now online at: 
https://www.jgsny.org/ind
ex.php/searchable-
databases/indexes-to-
jewish-
organizations/yivo-
landsmanshaftn-
collection

https://www.jgsny.org/index.php/searchable-databases/indexes-to-jewish-
organizations/yivo-landsmanshaftn-collection
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Landsmanshaftn Records

QUESTIONS?

NYC Repositories
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NYC Repositories
• Municipal Archives of New York City

• Center for Jewish History

• New York Public Library

• Center for Migration Studies

https://a860-collectionguides.nyc.gov/

https://a860-collectionguides.nyc.gov/
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Municipal Archives Collections

Almshouse Ledgers

Almshouse Ledgers
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Almshouse Ledgers

Almshouse Ledgers

https://cjh.org/
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Center for Jewish History
• Ackman & Ziff Family Genealogy Institute

• American Jewish Historical Society

• American Sephardi Federation

• Leo Baeck Institute

• Yeshiva University Museum

• YIVO Institute for Jewish Research

https://libguides.cjh.org/c.php?g=923295&p=6654551

NYPL
• Milstein Division of United States History, Local 

History & Genealogy (Room 121)

• Milstein Microform Reading Room

• Collections acquired from the New York 
Genealogical and Biographical Society
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https://www.nypl.org/about/divisions/milstein/genealo
gy

Milstein Division

NYPL Digital Collections
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Photographic Views of NYC

Milstein Division

https://libguides.nypl.org/nyplmilstein

100

101

102

Class 4: New York City Research

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



12/19/2022

35

https://libguides.nypl.org/neighborhoodresearch

https://cmsny.org/about/archive/

cmsny.org
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St Raphael Society 

cmsny.org

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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AmericanAncestors.org/new-york-city-research-2022

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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