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Immigration & Naturalization Records 

 

Tracing ancestors across the ocean to the British Isles and Europe poses the most difficult 

challenge encountered by most genealogists.  Even if you know the country they came from, it 

still may be a struggle to find information about them unless you know the exact town.  Between 

the numerous wars and resulting boundary changes, researchers will be challenged even under 

the best circumstances.  Most professionals will always recommend exhausting all sources in the 

United States and Canada before trying to cross the Atlantic back to the old country. 

 

This study guide is designed to introduce researchers to the basic concepts.  The bibliography at 

the end of the study guide will provide additional sources of information and guidelines for 

researchers.  These sources are written by subject specialists in the field of immigration research. 

 

Immigrant and Passenger Arrival Records 

Clues for identifying immigrant ancestors may be discovered in a wide variety of places.  Some 

of the most common examples include: 

1. Obituaries 

2. Passports 

3. Home Sources 

4. Federal and State Censuses 

5. Court House and Archival Data 

 

While some researchers get lucky and find information immediately, most searches will take 

time and effort.  Patience will always be the key to success.  Researchers must also be prepared 

for the possibility that family traditions that identify the point of entry may say one thing, but as 

they progress in their research, they may discover the ancestor or family in question may have 

arrived at a completely different port of entry. 

 

The myth that illiterate European peasants left no records in their homeland or in America is 

disproved by the fact that there are numerous collections of immigration and ethnic documents 

scattered in repository collections on both sides of the Atlantic.  Historical and genealogical 

societies that specialize in specific ethnic groups and studies are an excellent source for queries 

about the availability of those documents.  Another strategy is concentrating on the passenger 

arrival records created for the United States government.   

 

In the course of your genealogical journey, you must familiarize yourself with the following 

areas of study.  Materials listed in the bibliography at the end of this study guide will provide a 

significant body of information to facilitate a better understanding of each point listed below: 

1. Background and history of passenger arrival records 

2. Genealogical value and contents of different types of arrival records 

3. Availability of passenger records and indexes 

4. Appropriate research strategies such as the use of indexes 

 

Books listed in this outline have been written or edited by subject specialists in the field of 

immigration research.  Another significant resource would be repositories such as the Family 

History Library in Salt Lake City which has materials on sailing vessels, migration patterns, 

immigration and naturalization records and related documents, ethnic groups, Ellis Island, and 

related topics.   
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It is important to gain an appreciation and understanding of the contents and value of arrival 

records.  The records, such as customs passenger lists, were filed by the masters of ships for the 

collectors of customs.  This was in compliance with an act passed in 1819 and with later acts.  

The National Archives and the Family History Library in Salt Lake City, have microfilms of the 

original customs lists (1819-1832).  These records generally provide an immigrant’s name, age, 

sex, occupation, and country of origin. 

 

Immigration passenger lists or ship manifests were originally maintained by the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service and earlier offices.  The National Archives has copies of the records for 

the years 1833 to 1951.  Researchers will find the immigration lists provide far more 

genealogical and historical details than the customs lists.  The twentieth-century lists reveal 

names of relatives, places of birth, and other critical information. 

 

The book Guide to Genealogical Research in the National Archives will tell you who created 

the records, which records are available for each port, and what limitations you will face in using 

the documents.  Here you will discover which ports have indexes for the year 1883.  And if there 

is no index, you can decide if the contents of an 1883 list are worth the effort of reading 600,000 

scribbled names.  The Fort Myers Regional Library has the 3
rd

 edition, which was published in 

2000.  For the most current information, please visit The National Archives websites listed below 

for the most complete guidance and up to date guidelines for access. 

 

National Archives-United States-Immigration/Ship Passenger Arrivals 

http://www.archives.gov/research/immigration/index.html   

 

National Archives-United States-Naturalization Records 

http://www.archives.gov/research/naturalization/index.html 

   

Naturalization records.com ( part of the Olive Tree Genealogy Family of Websites) 

Naturalization Records in the United States and Canada 

http://naturalizationrecords.com/ 

 

Naturalization Records: Introduction and Links to Resources (United States National Archives) 

http://www.archives.gov/research/naturalization/index.html 

 

The National Archives staff will search ships passenger records if a researcher completes form 

NATF 81.  This form asks for the date of arrival, port of entry, ship name, country of origin, and 

naturalization status. 

 

Reasons for not searching or for inconclusive searches are also detailed on this form.  These 

forms may be obtained by utilizing any of the following options: 

1. The instructions for the ordering process can be viewed at the National Archives website 

http://www.archives.gov/research/order/.  Note: forms and search requests can be 

submitted online.  Site will provide instructions and guidelines for access. 

2.   Contacting any branch of the National Archives Branch Library System 

3.   Writing to the National Archives at the following address: National Archives and 

            Records Administration, Attention: NWCTB, 700 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW,  

           Washington, D.C.  20408-0001 

http://www.archives.gov/research/immigration/index.html
http://www.archives.gov/research/naturalization/index.html
http://naturalizationrecords.com/
http://www.archives.gov/research/naturalization/index.html
http://www.archives.gov/research/order/
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It is interesting to note that the original passenger lists from 1820-1902 have been transferred 

from the National Archives to the National Immigration Archives, Balch Institute of Temple 

University in Philadelphia.  An ongoing indexing project is slowly producing published lists of 

immigrants.  The first results have been the 500,000 names of Irish “Famine Immigrants.”  

Public access to the original records and to the National Immigration Archives database is not 

permitted at the present time.   

 

The Family History Library in Salt Lake City is another excellent place to begin your research.  

They have a large number of ship passenger lists among their collection of microfilms that are 

from around the world.  Access to these records is enhanced by the large number of 

microfilm/fiche and CD-ROM reading and copy machines, liberal rules for using the records, 

and staff or volunteers to help you chart your course.  Much of this information is also available 

using their Family Search website at http://www/familysearch.org/.  At this time, neither the 

Family History Library in Salt Lake City, The National Archives, or the Ellis Island Foundation 

has or is planning to create one master index of passenger lists. 

 

In addition to using the resources of the Family History Library and the National Archives, 

researchers can try contacting the Clerk of Courts for the county in jurisdictions where 

immigrants entered the United States or where your research indicates they initiated the 

naturalization process.  Prior to 1906, this process was normally handled at the local level.  In 

theory, the local officials would then forward a copy of the collected information to Washington.   

 

For further information concerning questions about naturalizations occurring since 1906, use one 

of the following options: 

1. Visit the Immigration & Naturalization Service FAQ website for queries related to  

     genealogical research: http://www.uscis.gov/history-and-genealogy/genealogy/genealogy-

frequently-asked-questions.     

 2. For those who don’t have access to a computer, a request for forms should be mailed to the  

     to the addresses listed below and request Form G-639: 

 

General Information: 

E-mail your General Information questions to Genealogy.USCIS@uscis.dhs.gov or or send 

them by mail to: 

USCIS Genealogy Program 

1200 First Street NE Room 230 

Washington, DC 20529-2206 

  

Payment Information - Mail forms and payments to: 

USCIS Genealogy Program 

P.O. Box 805925 

Chicago, IL 60680-4120 

 

http://www/familysearch.org/
http://www.uscis.gov/history-and-genealogy/genealogy/genealogy-frequently-asked-questions
http://www.uscis.gov/history-and-genealogy/genealogy/genealogy-frequently-asked-questions
mailto:Genealogy.USCIS@uscis.dhs.gov?subject=General%20Information
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Ship Passenger Records 

 

Ship passenger lists are the most popular target for researchers.  There are four types of lists that 

fall under this category: 

 

1.  Customs Passenger Lists 

These records were usually prepared by the ship captain and generally provide the following 

information: 

a. Name of ship 

b. Name of ship captain 

c. Port of embarkation 

d. Date of arrival 

e. Port of arrival 

f.  Passenger name 

g. Age 

h. Sex 

i. Occupation 

j. Country of origin 

k. Country of intended settlement 

l.  Date and circumstances of death when applicable 

 

Most surviving passenger lists are on file at the National Archives.  The Family History Library 

in Salt Lake City is another repository for many of these lists.  In addition to the actual lists, 

there are also copies and abstracts of the original lists.  These forms were prepared by the 

customs collectors and were forwarded quarterly to the State Department.  Many collectors made 

abbreviated copies of the original lists to forward to Washington.  In some cases, the information 

contained in the copies is the same as on the lists, but they can also include information missed 

on the original lists.  You can also access the Transcripts From the U.S. State Department on 

file at the National Archives. 

 

2.  Immigration Passenger Lists 

These are the actual lists of people who passed through the ports of entry based on ships’ 

manifests.  The information in these varies greatly depending on the time period, state statutes, 

and the level of enforcement at the particular port.  When properly filled out, the original lists 

may include some or all of the following information: 

 a. Name of ship 

b. Name of ship captain 

c. Port of embarkation and other ports where passengers boarded in route 

d. Date of arrival 

e. Port of arrival 

f.  Passenger name 

g. Age 

h. Sex 

i. Occupation 

j. Country of origin 

k. Country of intended settlement 

l.  Date and circumstances of death when applicable 
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By 1893, new Federal laws expanded the requested information to include additional requests for 

information: 

a. Had the passenger ever been to America before (if so, when, where, what reason)? 

b. Was the passenger going to join a relative and if so, the relative’s name, address, and  

     relationship to the passenger? 

 

By 1906, questions were added concerning race, personal description, specific birthplace, name, 

and address of the immigrant’s nearest relative in the immigrant’s home country. 

 

3.  Customs Lists Of Aliens 

These are of little use to researchers unless the passenger came into the ports of Beverly or 

Salem, Massachusetts.  Because these records mostly pertain to the period between 1798-1800, 

very few records from this port have survived. 

 

4. Ship Passenger Lists 

Ship Passenger Lists were required of the ships captains by governments and included people 

who migrated as well as crewmembers and those traveling for business or pleasure.  Passenger 

Lists were kept as far back as the 1600s, but very few have survived for the period before 1820. 

Records are not uniform because no official guidelines existed, and enforcement was lax until 

the period after 1870.  After 1870, these records became more detailed and included information 

on family members already living in the United States. 

 

Depending on the time period, and when properly filled out, one may locate some or all of the 

following information on a ship passenger list page: 

a. Passenger name 

b. Age 

c. Occupation 

d. Date/port of embarkation 

e. Date/port of arrival 

 

Most of the original records are kept at the National Archives and date from about 1820.  

Researchers should be aware that many passenger lists for the west coast of the U.S. were 

destroyed by fire. 

 

Most immigrants who came to America were usually part of a set migration pattern.  These 

patterns developed to the point that a study of different geographical areas will shed light on 

where and how the people came and moved from one town or region to another.  People usually 

traveled in groups, as friends, families, religious bodies, people of the same nationality/language, 

or groups who had the same background or special interests. 

 

Most of our important early towns and cities were along waterways or big rivers.  Rivers are very 

critical in genealogical research because in previous generations, they served as “highways”.  

Transportation by water was usually the cheapest, fastest, and safest way for travel between 

various locations.  Our current system of roads and highways began as routes that the Indians 

and early pioneers traveled.  The earliest routes usually ran parallel to waterways.  These paths 

later became the principal means of migration from one region to another.  When studying the 

development of these paths, a very useful tool is the “Area Key” which covers a specific county 

or region. 
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For additional information on this subject area and ports of embarkation and arrival, please 

consult our companion study guide  Immmigrant Ports of Entry and Exit: United States, 

British Isles, and Europe. 

 

Naturalization Records 

 

Naturalization records were created as a result of a 1790 law that gave authority to common law 

courts of record in any state to confer citizenship to aliens.  Gradually, this law was amended to 

set up more specific procedures concerning how this was to be done and controlled.  The usual 

conditions for citizenship included: 

1. Good moral character 

2. Forswear allegiance to any other country 

3. Proof of legal immigration 

4. Residence in the U.S. for the set period of time (initial requirement was 2 years, but by 

1795 it had increased to 5 years).  A wife or child of a naturalized person automatically 

became a citizen until September 1922 when it was mandated by law that the wife had to 

obtain her own citizenship. 

 

Citizenship Documents 

People wishing to become citizens of the United States had to fill out the Declaration Of 

Intention.  After meeting all the requirements listed above, and being formally accepted as a 

citizen, the person was issued a Certificate Of Naturalization.  Until 1869, the citizenship 

process was handled at the district court level.  The initial naturalization process began at the 

local courthouse of the person’s residence, then continued in the nearest Municipal, State, or 

Federal Court. 

 

The quality of information contained on records can vary for a variety of reasons.  The degree of 

enforcement varied from one location to another. The alien may have filed a declaration of intent 

but never followed through all the steps.  They may never have applied for citizenship at all.  The 

actual information on the documents may also be very vague as in the following circumstances: 

         1. Providing only the names of the applicant 

         2. His/her native place of origin 

         3. Age 

         4. Witnesses to his character 

         5. Length of residence  in the country 

 

Census Records 

Census records can be especially useful in determining if and when a person became a citizen.  

While the earlier censuses taken prior to 1850 did not specify where a person was born, it will 

list if the person was in the country.  Every census taken after 1850 included more questions 

concerning birth location. 

 

Ellis Island Immigration Information 

Ellis Island immigration records contain information for over 22 million immigrants who arrived 

during the peak years of operation between 1892–1924.    Ellis Island, located about a mile off 

the southwest tip of Manhattan,  replaced the Castle Garden processing center that was located at 

what is now known as Battery Park in lower Manhattan.  By 1891, the federal government, under 
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the authority of the United States Bureau of Immigration, transferred all immigration functions  

to the new Ellis Island Immigration Center.  The center was now officially designated as a 

combination detention and deportation center.  Political pressures had been rising in the mid to 

late 1880s to stem the flow of immigrants coming from southern and eastern Europe.  This was 

accomplished by making the entry process much more difficult for new arrivals.  Those who 

could not pass the stiffer requirements were deported. 

 

Ellis Island remained an immigrant receiving station until World War I, when the federal 

government began to enact new laws to tighten the immigration laws even more.  Many of these 

new laws were in response to the climate that existed in Europe in the wake of World War I and 

its aftermath. After the 1924 Immigration Act was passed and adopted into law, the number of 

immigrants passing through Ellis Island dropped dramatically.  The center was closed in 

November 1954. 

 

In 1990, Ellis Island was reopened as a museum.  Now the American Family Immigration 

History Center, located in the Ellis Island Immigration Museum and on the Internet at 

http://www.ellisisland.org offers researchers access to an extensive database of the 22 million 

immigrants who entered the United States through Ellis Island between the years of 1892–1924.  

Information on each individual was written down in ship passenger lists, known as manifests.  

These manifests were used to examine immigrants at the time of their arrival at the Ellis Island 

Immigration Center.  

 

Beginning in 1994, the Family History Library began a massive transcription process on the ship 

passenger lists.  Their volunteer’s copied information by hand, digitized, and finally entered into 

this data into the LDS genealogy database.  Much of this information is available at their Family 

Search website http://www.familysearch,org as well as through the Ellis Island database at  

www.ellisisland.org.   

 

The passenger record archives will enable you to search for the following information: 

1. Passenger records showing the passenger name, date of arrival, name of the ship, age 

given on arrival, and other miscellaneous details that the clerk may have noted. 

2. Original copies of the ship manifest showing passenger names and other information that 

was given when they boarded the ship. 

3. Ship information, often with a picture or sketch, giving the history and background of the 

ship. 

4. The Community Archive is a growing collection of annotations to the passenger records, 

which may provide supplemental information on a passenger’s background and life in 

The United States after their arrival.  NOTE:  This information was provided by 

sustaining members of the Statue of Liberty-Ellis Foundation. 

 

When immigrants enter the United States, they are legally classified as aliens.  They may reside 

in the United States as long as they register with the Immigration and Naturalization Service 

annually unless they fall into certain legal categories with different time limits.  Naturalization is 

the process by which an alien achieves the status of U.S. Citizenship.  The documents required to 

complete this process are known to genealogists as naturalization records. Naturalization records 

can provide valuable clues for tracking down the country of origin for our immigrant ancestors.     

 

Prior to the American Revolution, citizenship was not a major issue.  Most immigrants were 

http://www.ellisisland.org/
http://www.familysearch,org/
http://www.ellisisland.org/
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British citizens moving from one area of British rule into another.  The colonies were considered 

part of Great Britain.  When immigrants from outside the British Empire began to arrive, they 

were required to take oaths of allegiance to the specific colony of residence and the British 

Crown as they got off the ship, in the presence of an official, or in a court.  In 1740, the British 

Parliament passed a law mandating the following requirements:   

1. The immigrant must reside in the colony for a minimum of 7 years in one colony. 

2. Immigrant must make an oath of allegiance to the British Crown. 

 

Surviving oath records usually contain the following types of information: 

1. Name of immigrant 

2. Date of oath 

3. Place where oath was given 

4. Country of origin 

 

In 1776, all those who supported the colonial cause were automatically considered citizens.  In 

many of the former colonies that now referred to themselves as states, a second oath of 

allegiance was required to affirm the support of citizens to the colonial cause.  New immigrants 

to the states were required to take an oath of allegiance.  In 1778, the Articles of Confederation 

of the newly established United States of America made all citizens of the states citizens of the 

new country.  In 1790, Congress enacted a national naturalization act which required the 

following:  

1. One year residence in the state 

2. Two years residence in the United States 

3. Loyalty oath taken in a local court of record 

 

In 1795, a five year residence was required along with a Declaration of Intent three years before 

the final oath of allegiance.  Over the years the process has been modified depending on various 

political circumstances.  The materials listed in the bibliography will provide researchers with 

detailed descriptions of the changes and their implications for immigrants.   

 

The Naturalization Process 

 

Step One: Declaration of Intent or First Papers 

After residing in the United States for at least two years, male aliens could declare their intent to 

become a citizen.   This decision was limited to males until 1922 because women and children 

were granted “derivative citizenship” automatically when the husband or father was naturalized.   

Prior to 1906, the Declaration of Intent could be submitted to any local, county, state, or federal 

court.  The applicant alien was required to supply the following information: 

1. An oath declaring the intent to become a citizen of the United States. 

2. Pledge of loyalty to support the Constitution of the United States . 

3. Sworn statement renouncing any foreign allegiance or claims to hereditary titles that may 

have been granted in the applicant’s homeland. 

4. Name of the applicant. 

5. Date of the application. 

6. Demographic information such as: 

a. Current address 

b. Age and birth date 

c. Town and country of birth 
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d. Nationality 

e. Port of immigration into the United States 

 

After 1906, federal law mandated that several additional pieces of information be gathered in 

addition to the items listed above:   

1. Occupation 

2. Physical description information 

a. Race/color 

b. Height 

c. Weight 

d. Eye and hair color 

e. Miscellaneous distinguishing marks 

3. Biographical information 

a. Date and specific locality of birth 

b. Port of embarkation for the United States 

c. Last foreign address and town 

d. Name of vessel that transported them to the United States 

e. Date and port of arrival in the United States 

f. Biographical information about spouse, children, and next-of-kin 

 

Note: Although federal law mandated that all of this information be gathered, enforcement prior 

to 1906 was dependant on local and state officials enforcing the guidelines.  Customs officials 

worked for local and state authorities.  This is why the quality of information will vary from one 

port to another. 

 

Step Two: Residence Requirements 

The alien immigrant was required to reside in the United States for a specified period of time.  

This was usually an additional three years after the Declaration of Intent was filed.  In many 

cases, the Declaration of Intent was filed in the city where the port of entry was located.  During 

the intervening years, many immigrants migrated westward.  After 1906, this waiting period 

could not exceed seven years.   
 

Step Three Petition for Naturalization 

The alien immigrant, upon satisfying the first two steps, could petition a court for admission as a 

citizen.  This process is also referred to as the Petition for Second Papers.  The court to which 

this petition was submitted was not necessarily the same court where the Declaration of Intent or 

First Papers were filed. 

 

The data included on the Petition for Naturalization depended on the court to which it was 

submitted and the submission year.  Generally, the documents created prior to 1906 contained 

some or all of the following information:  

1. Name of the applicant 

2. Oath of allegiance 

3. Two affidavits from witnesses confirming that the residency requirement had been met 

 

After the Basic Naturalization Act of 1906, the form used for this petition was standardized and 

the required information was expanded to include the following:  

1. Applicant’s name 
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2. Date of petition 

3. Names/addresses of the witnesses 

4. Age/birth date of the applicant 

5. Port of entry into the United States 

6. Date/location where the Declaration of Intent or First papers were filed 

7. Date/place of birth for spouse and all children 

 

If the applicant’s request was granted, the court issued a Naturalization Certificate.  Some courts 

referred to this as the Third Paper.  This certificate was legal proof of citizenship.  Many 

immigrants regarded this document as their most prized possession.  Many had it framed and 

displayed in the most prominent position in their dwelling.  These certificates were also 

standardized after 1906.  They became two-part forms that were serially numbered.  One copy 

went to the new citizen.  The second copy went to the Immigration and Naturalization Service 

(INS) in Washington, DC.  When cleaning up a house after the death of loved one whom you 

know or suspect was an immigrant, be sure to examine any old paintings or framed photographs 

before discarding them.  People frequently framed certificates and important papers behind 

pictures or photographs for protection in the event of theft or other perceived circumstances. 

 

How To Locate Naturalization Records 

Naturalization records are the most difficult type of record to use because of conflicting legal 

guidelines and variable levels of enforcement at different time periods.  They can be very 

difficult to track down for numerous reasons.  Since immigrant aliens could begin the process of 

naturalization at any authorized court of record, the actual records of naturalization could be 

scattered over the various levels of American courts from local and county to state and federal.  

Another factor involves numerous spelling variations that have evolved over time. 

 

It is crucial for the researcher to know where the ancestor was residing at the approximate time 

of the Declaration of Intent or First Papers were filed.  The two most common ways people 

attempt to gather this information is by checking home sources and consulting with older family 

members, relatives, or neighbors.  The later federal censuses can provide another avenue for 

research. particularly the following: 

1870 Census 

Note the column “Male Citizens of the United States 21 years of age and upwards.”  If your male 

ancestor was enumerated in this census and a check mark appears in column 19, this is a clue 

that the naturalization occurred before 1870.  While that does not specify the exact year of 

naturalization, it serves as a starting point. 

 

1900 Census 

The 1900 census requested the individual’s naturalization status in column 18.  The responses  

are “AL” for alien, “PA” for having filed first papers, and “NA” for naturalized.  The census still  

does not provide the exact year of naturalization, but it can give you clues. 

 

1910 Census 

The naturalization status is mentioned in column 16 and the responses are identical to the 1900 

census. 
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1920 Census 

The 1920 census gives the naturalization status in 14, but also asks for the exact year when  

the individual was naturalized in column 15.  Since the individual being interviewed was asked  

about an event in the past, the year mentioned may not be completely correct. 

1930 Census 

Column 21 asks for the language spoken in home before coming to the U.S.  Column  

22 asks for the year of immigration into the U.S.  Naturalization status is mentioned on 23. 

Whether the person was able to speak English is mentioned in column 24. 

 

Census records can provide many clues to enhance our ability to search naturalization  

records.  Once you have determined the time period and locality where the proceeding took  

place, the researcher may now concentrate on finding the court where the papers would have  

been filed.  The rule of thumb always suggests first looking at the court located nearest to the 

immigrant ancestor’s place of residence.  Another rule of thumb recommended by many  

professionals to follow is the 25-50-75 rule. This rule would involve drawing a circle 25-50 

miles in all directions from where you know or suspect the immigrant was living at the time of  

naturalization.  Check all possible jurisdictions which fall within the radius, even if they are 

located in adjacent counties or states. 

 

Requesting Naturalization Records 

 

Naturalization is the procedure by which an immigrant was granted citizenship.  Not all 

immigrants chose to be naturalized; some started the process and never completed it.  Prior to 

September 27, 1906, your ancestor could have been naturalized in any one of several courts in 

given states.  Often these records are available at the various county courthouses.  The records 

are on file with the Clerk of Court.  By legal mandate and when it was actually followed, copies 

of these records were also sent to the Federal Government in Washington DC.  If the 

naturalization took place after September 27, 1906, it is much more likely that the legal mandate 

was followed.  If it took place prior to that date, nothing is in stone regardless of what the law 

stated.  This may be particularly true in poor rural areas and urban cities with strong political 

machines.  When the INS (Immigration & Naturalization Service) was formally organized into 

the agency as it exists today, they inherited the records that were received.    

 

The Family History Library has microfilmed many old records in county courthouses throughout 

the country.  Since the naturalization process was initially handled on the local level, they have 

access to many of these records.  This provides researchers with another option for access.   

 

After September 27, 1906, the naturalization records were filed with the Immigration & 

Naturalization Service.  Some proceedings continued to take place in county courts, but most 

were conducted under Federal jurisdiction in Federal courts within the locality where the 

Declaration of Intent was filled out and the ancestor lived.  

 

The steps listed below will address the post-1906 naturalizations.  The information is intended to 

assist researchers in requesting copies of their ancestor’s naturalization records.  The information 

contained in these records, when available, has proven invaluable to genealogists trying to make 

that critical connection abroad to homes of origin in Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. 

       1. Locate your ancestor’s immigration date by checking the 1910-1930 United  
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           States Federal Census.  Federal censuses taken between 1880–1930 attempted to gather  

          detailed information on the immigrant’s country of origin.   

       2. If you cannot determine the exact date of immigration, try to get an approximate date.  It  

           is best to provide the INS with as much information as possible to expedite the search and  

           minimize the cost factor.  Most researchers start with the 1930 census and work  

           backwards.   

      3.  Have documentation available which will prove your direct descendency to the  

           immigrant. Examples of this would include copies of death, birth, or marriage certificates.  

           In most cases, the immigrant’s death certificate plus birth certificate will be sufficient. 

      4. Request Form G-639.  No handwritten letters will be processed.  Form G-639 is the  

          Freedom of Information Act Form that may provide access to your ancestor’s Declaration  

          of  Intention and Naturalization papers plus any related documents.  Form G-639 may be  

          obtained by calling the INS (Immigration and Naturalization Service) office nearest to 

          your place of residence or visiting their website at  

          http://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/files/form/g-639.pdf    

          and follow the various prompts.  NOTE:  The INS (Immigration and Naturalization 

          Service) is now part of the Homeland Security Department.  This is how they will be  

          listed in your local telephone directory under Federal Government.  Most cities place this  

          information in the government blue pages.  The forms will usually arrive within 10 

          business days. 

      5.  Once you receive the form, fill out the requested information as completely as possible.   

           Be sure to request copies of ALL RELEVANT documents, but always ask for the  

           Declaration of Intention.  This document will have the most useful information for  

          research purposes.  Information on this document will tell you places and dates of birth,  

          marriage, children, dates of arrival in the U.S., the name of the passenger ship, ports of  

          entry and departure, as well as an attached photograph in some later records. 

     6.  Mail the completed form and attached paperwork to the INS Office nearest  to your place  

          of residence.  The form will have the various regional offices listed. Some researchers 

          prefer to send the completed documentation to the Washington, DC  Office.  The  

          information will be processed regardless of the address you choose to use.  It is very  

          important to clearly mark the outside of the envelope “Freedom of Information Request”.   

          Failure to do so will delay processing. 

     7.  As the request is processed, the INS will keep you informed of the progress.  They will  

          send you letters stating when your request is received, and when the request is forwarded  

          to the actual searching organization.  In most cases, the search is free of charge.  However, 

          if multiple searches are required because of lack of specific information, there will be a  

          nominal charge.  The INS is required to account for their search time to justify the fees  

          charged.  

 

Finding Naturalization Dates With Census Records 
 

When researchers encounter problems tracking ancestors before they came to America, census 

records can assist in tracing their origins when other genealogical records fail.  Beginning with 

the 1880 census, questions were asked pertaining to the birthplace of each person’s parents.  The 

1900 census was the first to indicate how long immigrants had been in the United States and 

whether they had been naturalized.  The 1910 census asked for the year of immigration and 

citizenship status, as well as the native language spoken (other than English).  1900 through 1930 

census schedules identified citizenship status with the following symbols:  

http://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/files/form/g-639.pdf
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a  for alien 

pa  for individuals who had applied but not completed the naturalization process  

na  for naturalized 

 

The 1920 and 1930 census asked expanded questions concerning the background of immigration, 

the year of immigration, whether naturalized, if so, the year of naturalization, whether the person 

could speak English, country of birth, native tongue of the individual and for both parents 

(language other than English).  By 1920, the census also recorded the date of naturalization.   

 

The 1920 census was also influenced by political implications from World War I.  Due to  

boundary changes after the war, census enumerators were instructed to spell out the name of the 

city, state, province, or region of respondents who declared that they or their parents were 

originally from Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia, or Turkey.  The enumerators, for the most 

part, followed this directive.  However, while some enumerators made significant efforts to 

ensure the accuracy of the responses and make sure the place actually corresponded with a 

known place within the country and locality, others simply put down what was said and made no 

effort to get specific information.  Researchers will find that some respondents failed to identify 

specific birthplaces within those specific target countries.  The fact that some enumerators asked 

all respondents to spell out the exact location of their birth, for countries not designated in the 

instructions, has proven to be an unintended benefit. 

 

If you are unable to find the primary ancestor’s country of origin in census records, check for 

relatives or others with the same surname.  Besides the federal census, state, city, township, and 

school censuses are other possible sources of information.  Some of these censuses asked for the 

names of parents, mother’s maiden name, nativity of parents, place of parents’ marriage, military 

service, native tongue (other than English), occupation, and religious background.  Except for 

school censuses which were sometimes taken each year, state, city, and township censuses were 

usually taken at the midpoint of a decade.  Each federal census was taken every ten years 

beginning with 1790, 1800, 1810, etc. while the state, city or town might take a follow-up census 

in 1795, 1805, or 1815.  Each locality had a specific procedure.  Some never took a census while 

others might have done so every 10–15 years.   

 

The Handybook For Genealogists (mentioned in the bibliography at the end of this study guide) 

is an excellent source that includes information on the types of special censuses that were 

conducted in given states.  Local courthouses and school district administrative offices can 

inform you of local or school censuses and procedures for access.  This source will also give 

complete listings for all courthouses in the United States.  Please note that several other books 

listed in the bibliography provide additional information to aid researchers in using courthouse 

records in person, fax, mail, or by utilizing professional records retrievers.  Patterson’s 

American Education is a good source to find the addresses and contact information for school 

districts nationwide.   

 

To find out if an ancestor appears in a 1900 or later census, you can consult on-line databases 

such as Heritage Quest and Ancestry, various CD-ROM products pertaining to specific censuses, 

or bound census indexes.  Even if you cannot find the exact name you are searching for in the 

index, it is worth looking at all records for families with the same surname in that state.  City 

directories might also help you locate an address of an ancestor to see if he or she is in a city at a 

given date. You may find a connection somewhere. 
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Many libraries have bound indexes for pre-1880 censuses.  These indexes are organized by state 

and list individuals in alphabetical order by surname, so you do not necessarily need to know the 

exact county.  Different indexes contain different information that will assist you in your census 

research.  Some indexes simply list the county name, while others list the exact page number of 

the census, and district or town the ancestor lived in.   

 

You can find bound indexes for most states at the National Archives in Washington, D.C., or at 

one of the National Archives regional centers listed at the end of this article.  Another source for 

this information is the Family History Library of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 

and branch Family History Centers  or library borrowing affiliates.  The Fort Myers Regional 

Library is a registered borrowing library affiliate with full borrowing privileges.  .  Some larger 

public libraries with genealogy collections may also have these.  Different locations may have 

different indexes, so check with more than one library if you don’t find the index you need.  

Soundex indexes are available, with some exceptions for the years 1880 to 1930.   

 

Once you locate your ancestor’s name in an index, you should look at microfilm copies of the 

original census records.  The original records will help you find the information you need and 

verify that you have found your ancestor, not just someone with the same name.  Census returns 

from 1790-1930 are available at the National Archives and National Archives Regional Centers, 

Family History Library of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and their branch 

Family History Centers, or library borrowing affiliates.  The Fort Myers Regional Library is a 

registered borrowing library affiliate with full borrowing privileges.  Some libraries, even if they 

do not actually carry census data, might be able to borrow them via inter-library loan. Some 

genealogy societies also participate in borrowing census microfilm for their members.   

 

The 1930 census is the most recent U.S. census that is available to the public without restrictions. 

Access to post-1930 census records is restricted to immediate relatives and descendants.  

If the individual whose records you are searching for is still alive, you must obtain their written 

permission to obtain a copy of their census record.  If the individual is deceased, you must have a 

certified death certificate.  Write to the following address for the form required to process your 

request:  

Bureau of the Census 

P.O. Box 1545 

Jeffersonville, IN 47131 

 

They will send you a form and information about the cost for processing your request.  

Another avenue to pursue is state and local censuses.  Some states and municipalities took their 

own independent census during the period between censuses (example: Florida took a state 

census in 1885).  The contents vary from place to place.  Good places to contact about this 

information include large public libraries in the state you are searching for, state archives, or 

genealogy society repositories located at or near where your ancestors lived.  LDS Family 

History Centers may also have some of this material on file. 
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NOTE:  This study guide is meant to serve as an overview or outline for patrons using the 

genealogy collection at Fort Myers-Lee County Library.  The compiler emphasizes that the 

information contained in this study guide should not serve as a substitute for taking the 

time to read one of the books or articles cited in the bibliography, or attend lectures given 

by the subject specialists cited as authors. 
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