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Rhonda R. McClure, Senior Genealogist

20th Century Migration Records: 
Passenger Lists and More

Navigating Passenger 
Lists: Arrivals to the 
United States

20th Century 
Immigration

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

time high

• 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
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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

“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

Too Many Immigrants
• A closing of the ”Golden Door” has 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
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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.

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
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Dillingham Commission Report

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

• Printed in 1911

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
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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

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
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Immigration Restriction League

Immigration Restriction League

Chinese Exclusion Acts
• Act of 5 July 1884: excluded all Chinese regardless 

of which country they emigrated from

• Act of 1 Oct 1888: Denied re-entry to Chinese 
laborers who had not returned by that date

• Act of 5 May 1892: Extended all previous Chinese 
exclusion laws by 10 years

• Act of 29 April 1902: Again extended previous 
Chinese exclusion laws for another 10 years
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Angel Island (San Francisco)
• Opened in 1910

• Approximately 
175,000 Chinese 
came through here

• Average detention 
was 2-3 weeks

• Some were held for 
a few months

• A few were forced to 
remain here for 
nearly 2 years

Chinese Exclusion Acts
• The exclusion acts 

prompted Chinese to 
create “paper sons.”

• Strict and detailed 
interrogations resulted 
in the “paper sons” 
having to study 
complete family trees, 
information about 
hometowns, and more.
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20th Century Immigration
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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

Act of May 19, 1921
• Was intended to:
– Limit immigration of people from Northern and 

Western Europe
– Stop the “growing hordes” from Southern and 

Eastern Europe

• Was a temporary measure, set to expire on 30 June 
1924
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Act of May 19, 1921
• Did not apply to:

– Government officials & their households
– Aliens in transit through U.S.
– Lawfully admitted aliens going through foreign 

contiguous territory en route to another part of U.S.
– Alien visitors for business or pleasure
– Aliens whose immigration regulated by immigration 

treaty
– Aliens who resided continuously for at least 1 year in a 

Western Hemisphere country
– Aliens under 18, who are children of citizens

Act of May 19, 1921
• Three provisos:
– Total allowed per month limited to 20% of annual 

quota
– Quota exemption to those:

• Temporarily visiting abroad
• Certain professional classes
• Domestic servants

– Granted preference “so far as possible” to wives, 
parents, brothers, sisters, children under 18, and 
fiancées of citizens

National Quota Act of 1924
• Reduced total immigration to 150,000

• Adjusted the formula for calculating the quotas:
– From 3% of 1910 nationality
– To 2% of 1890 nationality
– Minimum of 100 immigrants

• Quota preference up to 50% of each country to 
unmarried children under 21, parents and spouses of 
citizens

• Non-quota Exemptions include U.S. women who 
previously lost their citizenship by marriage
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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 

1924 Act Effect on Immigration

8,795,386 
immigrants

7, 194, 909 
immigrants
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Displaced Persons Act
• June 25, 1948

• Created a non-quota status for certain displaced 
person as a result of World War II

• Admitted some 400,000 people over four years

• President Truman felt that this act took quota 
spaces away from others already on the quota 
waiting list
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Displaced Persons

NCWC

Aldo Banova
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www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/278.html

www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/278.html

Immigration & Naturalization 
1952

• Act of June 27, 1952

• Act from which all present-day immigration and 
naturalization laws stem

• Vetoed by Pres. Truman, but Congress over-rode 
his veto

• Had 407 sections in four titles (compared to 44 
sections of 1907 Act)

• Current Immigration & Naturalization Act has 
507 sections in five titles
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Truman’s Veto
• “… that Americans with 

English or Irish names 
were better people and 
better citizens than 
Americans with Italian 
or Greek or Polish 
names… It violates the 
great political doctrine 
of the Declaration of 
Independence that ‘all 
men are created equal.’”

• Gave the Attorney 
General many powers in 
determining what 
immigrants could come 
into the country.

• “Seldom has a bill 
exhibited the distrust 
evidenced here for citizens 
and aliens alike…”

• Gave the President power 
to depart any alien 
deemed “dangerous to the 
peace and safety of the 
United States.”

• “Aliens were … frightened 
and citizens much 
disturbed by that threat to 
liberty.”

Act of 1952Alien Act of 1798
Truman’s Comments

Walter-McCarran Act - 1952
• Established a preference system that determined 

which ethnic groups were desirable immigrants

• Placed great importance on labor qualifications

• Defined 3 types of immigrants:
– Immigrants with special skills or relatives who 

were U.S. Citizens
– Average immigrants (number not to exceed 

270,000)
– Refugees
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Imm. & Nat. Act of 1965
• October 3, 1965

• Eliminated the national-origins quotas that began 
in 1924

• Also known as the Hart-Celler Act

• Established a new immigration policy based on 
reuniting immigrant families and attracting 
skilled labor to the U.S.

Hart-Celler Act - 1965
• Policies put into effect in 1965 would dramatically 

change the demographic makeup of the American 
population

• Three decades following passage saw more than 
18 million legal immigrants enter the U.S.

• That was more than three times the number 
admitted the previous 30 years

End of the 20th Century
• Hart-Celler Act of 1965 changed the face of the 

American population

• In the 1950s more than half of all immigrants 
were European and 6% were Asians

• In the 1990s only 16% were European and 31% 
were Asian

• Between 1965-2000 highest number of 
immigrants (at 4.3 million) came from Mexico
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Immigration Reform & Control 
Act

• Became law 6 November 1986

• Was intended to address illegal immigration

• Made it illegal to hire illegal immigrants

• Legalized certain seasonal undocumented 
migrants who had entered the U.S. before 1 
January 1982

• Did not appear to curb illegal immigration

Homeland Security Act of 2002
• Created the Department of Homeland Security
– Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) fell 

under new DHS
– INS became U.S. Citizenship & Immigration 

Service (USCIS)

• Still allows two legal methods of immigration:
– Temporary (non-immigrant) admission
– Permanent (immigrant) admission (gets a green 

card)

QUESTIONS?
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Passenger Lists
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https://www.archives.gov/research/genealogy

Immigration Forms

Passenger Lists
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War Brides Act
• December 28, 1945

• Established brides and children of veterans as 
non-quota status immigrants

• For the purpose of the Act established that WWII 
began December 7, 1941, and ceased “upon the 
termination of hostilities as declared by the 
President or by a joint resolution of Congress”

• Race could not bar an alien spouse from entry

S.S. Queen Elizabeth - 1947

www.jewishgen.org/infofiles/manifests/
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Goratowska, Helena, age 18, female, single, servant

Med. Cert. clr Inflam of
lymph glands of neck

Goratowska,
Helena
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Group 16, No. 9,
No. of Persons, 1

Cause of Detention: LPC
11:30am Dr cert

Deported 2/26
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Deported 3/1/09, Ship Vaterland
Meals:  5 breakfasts,

6 lunches
5 dinners

RG 85 Case Files
• Often referred to as Entry 9 files

• U.S. Subject Index to Correspondence and Case 
Files of the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service, 1903-1959

• On microfilm (publication T458)
• On Ancestry.com

• The records generated from detention of, 
investigation of, or questions about immigrants.

Case Files
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Subject Index – T458

Subject Index

While Alyna Lina was listed in the 
Subject Index because of her Ellis Island 
hospital admission, she was detained 
for an entirely different reason.

Entry 9 Case Files
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Entry 9 Case Files

Case File

Possible Records
• BSI and Detainee lists

• Detention Cards

• Medical certificates and 
other health records

• Board of Special Inquiry 
interviews

• Correspondence

• Bills for expenses

• Bonds

• Court records

• Verification of landing

• Records generated by 
county officials

• Arrest warrants

• Deportation warrants
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https://catalog.archives.gov/advancedsearch

Catalog Results
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Index Card

Record Group 
(RG)

Collection

Series

File 
Unit

Item

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/4709010

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/4709010

Entry 9
Case Files
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Border Crossings

Border Crossings
• Canada to the U.S.: Lists begun in 1895

• Mexico to the U.S.: Lists begun in 1903

• Border Patrol established as part of National 
Origins Act

www.Ancestry.com
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Canada to US Borders

www.Ancestry.com

Canada to US Border Crossing
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Manifest or Card

Manifest

Card
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www.Ancestry.com

Mexico to US Borders

El Paso Border Crossing Card
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QUESTIONS?

Visas

Visa Files
• 1 July 1924 – 31 March 

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!
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U.S. Immigration Visas, 1924-1944

https://exhibitions.ushmm.org/americans-and-the-holocaust/what-did-refugees-need-to-obtain-a-us-visa-in-
the-1930s

Visa – Erna Brunell
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Airline Arrivals

Airline Arrival Manifest

www.Ancestry.com
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Airline Arrival

Airline Arrival Manifest

Airline Arrival
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Alien Registration

• 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
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Alien Registration Cards

Alien Registration Cards

www.uscis.gov/records/genealogy
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www.uscig.gov/records/genealogy

www.uscig.gov/records/genealogy

Passport
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Passports
• Standardized by 

agreement of League of 
Nations, latter part of 
1920

• Revised in 1947

• Were in use before 1920

Passport

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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AmericanAncestors.org/navigating-
passenger-lists-arrivals-united-states-2023

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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