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REVIEW – Context & Definitions  

Detailed recordkeeping increased through the 19th and 20th 
centuries. 

Immigrant: individual who arrived within the borders of the 
United States that intends to reside there permanently. 

Alien or non-citizen: a permanent resident who has not 
naturalized. 

Non-immigrant alien: an individual residing temporarily in 
the United States. 

Emigration: an individual’s movement out of a country. 

Immigration: an individual’s movement into a country. 

 

Emigration Records 
The types of emigration records preserved will vary by the country, territory or empire that administered 
the area where your ancestor originated. 

You can find helpful overviews of emigration records at the FamilySearch Wiki 
(https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page) by searching the country name and the search terms 
“Emigration and Immigration.” 

Some ports compiled embarkation lists that duplicate information found on American passenger lists. 
Not all ports have surviving records. Kory L. Meyerink compiled a list of European ports and their 
surviving records (available through the catalog at FamilySearch.org) for Heritage Quest Magazine: 

1. Border crossings 

2. Naturalization (C-Files) 

3. Visa Files 

4. A-Files 

5. Alien Registration 

6. Passports 

7. Displaced Persons 
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REVIEW – Where are the records? 

1. Border crossings: National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) and indexed at major 
genealogical websites. 

2. Naturalizations: Court of jurisdiction and the United States Citizenship and Immigration Service 
(USCIS).  

- State and federal records for specific localities indexed at major genealogical websites. 

- Court records available through the FamilySearch.org catalog. 
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3. Visa files: USCIS exclusively. 

4. A-Files: USCIS (<100 years) and NARA (>100 years). 

5. WWI Alien Registrations: NARA and individual state agencies. 

6. AR-2: USCIS 

7. Passports: NARA (before 1925) and Department of State (after 1925) 

8. WWII Refugee and Displaced Persons records: Arolsen Archive and consolidated in the immigrant’s A-
File or C-File. 
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Progression of records collected by the Immigration and Naturalization Service now in the possession of the United States Citizenship and 
Immigration Service. 

C-Files

•1906 to present
•Declaration of Intention
•Petition for 

Naturalization
•Certificate of arrival
•Correspondence
•Photograph (after 

1929)

Visa Files

•Arrivals 1924-1944
•Required for entry
•Quota and non-quota
•Permanent residents 

only
•Proof of birth and 

parentage
•Photograph

AR-2

•1940-1944
•Non-citizen residents
•Push to naturalization

A-Files

•1944-1956
•All arrivals
•Correspondence
•Criminal records
•AR-2 forms
•C-Files
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Alien Registration Forms (AR-2), 1940-1944:  

Over 5.5 million records on microfilm at USCIS. Assigned A-File numbers. 

  

A-Files:  

A genealogy request may be submitted through USCIS for an A-File numbered below 8 million (created 
about 1951). 

FOIA request required for A-Files created from 1951 to the end of the series in 1956. 

NARA has A-Files for individuals born more than 100 years ago. 
 

Fee schedules for various immigration records as of July 2024: 

USCIS 

Index Search Request: $30 (online); $80 (paper application) 

Record Request: $30 (online); $80 (paper application) 
 

NARA 
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Helpful links: 

The USCIS Genealogy Program for ordering records from before 1951: 
https://www.uscis.gov/records/genealogy. 

For records created after 1951, a request through the Freedom of Information Act to USCIS: 
https://www.uscis.gov/records/request-records-through-the-freedom-of-information-act-or-privacy-act.  

FOIA requests through the United States Department of State: https://foia.state.gov/.  

NARA Online Catalog: https://catalog.archives.gov/.  

The NARA guide to immigration records in their holdings: 
https://www.archives.gov/research/immigration.  

Helpful information for using FOIA for genealogical record requests: 
http://www.researchguides.net/foia.htm.  

Records documenting Nazi persecution during WWII and Displaced Persons: https://collections.arolsen-
archives.org/en/search/.  
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