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James Heffernan
Genealogist of the Newbury Street Press
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OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Historical Context
• Record Types
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Voice of Voice of
James Heffernan
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Historical Context
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Historical Context
• Pre-1789: colonies subject to British, Spanish or 

French law

• Federal Period (1790-1830): Naturalization, 
earliest passenger lists

• Mid-19th Century: American Civil War

• Late-19th Century to 1924: Increased regulation 
and recordkeeping
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Definitions
• Immigrant: individual arrival within the borders 

of the United States; intending permanent 
residency

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

• Non-immigrant alien: residing temporarily in the 
United States
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• Moving out of a country

• Records kept by 
country/territory of 
origin

• Records kept locally, 
centrally or not at all

• Moving into a country

• Records maintained by 
the destination 
country/territory

• US: Passenger list, 
passport, naturalization, 
visa, etc.

ImmigrationEmigration

Definitions
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Types of Records
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Emigration Records
• Vary by country/territory/empire

• Be mindful of border changes

• Consult an online guide like the FamilySearch 
Wiki

• May be found in church or civil registration 
records or resident lists
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Search: “[Country Name] Emigration and Immigration”

FamilySearch.org Wiki
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FamilySearch.org Wiki
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Seelenregister Hüffenhardt (1681-1798)

“1753 28 Mai – nach
Pensylvanien gezogen”
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Embarkation Lists
• Passenger lists created at major ports documenting 

outgoing passengers

• Jurisdiction of port city—low survival

• Comparison tool for hard-to-read records

• UK and Ireland: 1890-1960 

• Scandinavian ports (lists and indexes on microfilm)

• Hamburg: 1850-1934

• Missing/Destroyed: Bremen, Le Havre, Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, Antwerp
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Source: Kory L. Meyerink, “European Passenger Departure Lists” HeritageQuestMagazine.com
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https://www.familysearch.org/search/catalog
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U.S. v. Hamburg
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Hamburg Passenger Lists, 1850-1934

Cast a wide net initially then refine 
your search…
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U.S. v. Hamburg
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Passports
• Merchants, middle and upper classes, naturalized 

citizens

• Mandatory for foreign travel during Civil War

• World War I & World War II

• Oct 1795 to Mar 1925: NARA (and available 
online)

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

Class 4: Researching Immigrant Ancestors to America, 1620-1965

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 21



Early Passports
• Physical description

• Citizenship status 
(naturalized or natural-
born)

• Attestation

• Correspondence
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20th Century Passports
• Name, birthplace, and residence of father

• Date of naturalization

• Destination and reason for travel

• Physical description

• Photograph!
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foia.state.gov/request/personalrecords
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• 1903 to 1957

• Entry cards and 
manifest records

• Port-specific

• Consolidated

• Ancestry & 
FamilySearch

• 1895 to 1954

• Entry cards and manifest 
records

• Immigration officials 
present at Canadian ports

• St. Albans Lists

• Ancestry & FamilySearch

CanadaMexico
Border Crossing
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Certificate File (C-File)
• 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 File (C-File)
• 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
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QUESTIONS?
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Case Study: 
Dissecting a C-File
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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!
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QUESTIONS?
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A-Files
• Starting April 1, 1944

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

• Consolidate agency records

• Held between agencies (NARA: prior to 1920; 
USCIS: after 1920)

• Access restrictions
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A-File of Anna Beczkala
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https://catalog.archives.gov/
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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 
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Alien Registration of Anna Beczkala (1918)
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• 1917-1918

• Coverage varied by state

• Large record loss

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

• 1940-1944

• All non-citizens of the 
United States

• Majority born between 
1875 and 1910 

AR-2World War I

Alien Registration Forms
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AR-2 Form of Anna Beczkala
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Immigration records held by USCIS

on-citizen
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https://genealogy.uscis.dhs.gov/#/
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USCIS Genealogy Program
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WWII Refugee Records
• Arolsen Archive: International Center on Nazi 

Persecution (Arolsen-Archives.org)

• Allied occupied zones

• Passenger records for displaced persons

• Africa, Asia and Europe, Passenger Lists of 
Displaced Persons, 1946-1971

Class 4: Researching Immigrant Ancestors to America, 1620-1965

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 54



https://collections.arolsen-archives.org/
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QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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Consultations
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www.americanancestors.org/researching-immigrant-ancestors-america-1620-1965
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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