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Immigration Across The U.S. Canadian Border 

 

When researching immigrant ancestors, many genealogists make the initial assumption that 

everyone came in through one of the ports in the United States.  Many assume their ancestors 

automatically came through Ellis Island.  The realization that many immigrants came into the 

United States by way of Canada catches many researchers by surprise.   

 

The main ports of entry in Canada included Halifax, (Nova Scotia), Montreal, Quebec City 

(Quebec), St. John’s (Newfoundland), Toronto (Ontario), Charlottetown (Prince Edward Island), 

and Moncton (New Brunswick).  Records that cover immigrants who entered the United States 

through Canada via border-crossings are known as the St. Albans Lists.   

 

Canadian Border-Crossing Records (Into the United States) 

 

1600-1895: 

No official records exist.  The border area was completely open except for a few areas where 

individual colonies, states, or towns took it upon themselves to monitor their individual borders.  

No records were mandated for Canadians or other immigrants entering the United States from 

Canada.  This lack of enforcement allowed Canadians, Asians, British, Irish, Germans, Italians, 

Greeks, Russians, Ukrainians, and other groups to evade the increasingly stringent immigration 

policies at U.S. ports which began to develop in the 1860s onward.  

 

1895-1954: 

The various types of records available pertain to late 19
th
 and 20

th
 century immigrants who 

entered the United States through Canada.  These records include first time immigrants,  returning 

U.S. citizens who visited Canada on business or pleasure, “debarred” persons and returning aliens 

who may have originally entered through U.S. ports.  Most existing records have been 

microfilmed and are available through the National Archives (United States & Canada), and the 

Family History Library in Salt Lake City as well as online on databases such as Ancestry, Family 

Search, Find My Past, and My Heritage.   

  

St. Albans Records 

 

St. Albans District: Although officially called Records of the St. Albans District, they cover the 

land area from Maine to Washington State.  These records consist of the following types: 

 

Border Crossing Records:  In January 1895, the U.S. began keeping records of all border 

crossings: 

a. U.S. Immigration officials met ships in Canada at all ports of entry along the borders 

and major ports in adjacent cities and towns.  

b. Persons were recorded entering not only by ship, but also by train, footbridge, and 

other modes of travel.  



 2 

c. Lakes, rivers, and smaller waterways were patrolled for those attempting to evade 

detection. 

 

Ports of Entry:  These were legally defined as any place (land or sea) having customs facilities 

through which goods or persons could enter or leave Canada.  United States ports along the 

Canadian border are located in Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, New York, Michigan, 

Wisconsin, Minnesota, North Dakota, Montana, Idaho, and Washington. Every province on the 

Canadian side of the border would also adhere to the same criteria.  As ships sailing from Europe 

and the British Isles reached Nova Scotia or New Brunswick, there were ample opportunities for 

people to disembark legally or illegally. 

 

Ship or Train Manifests:  These are records of the ship or train passengers or cargo, signed by 

the ship or train’s captain or chief officer, and for the informational use of customs officials.  

Canadian border crossing records consist of two types of manifests: (1) Aliens entering the United 

States from foreign contiguous territory (Canada); and (2) Aliens entering from a foreign country 

of origin, which was supposed to be recorded at the ship’s port of arrival.   

 

Aliens entering under this category were required to provide the following information: 

1. Port of entry 

2. Date of entry 

3. Application made for Canadian citizenship – yes or no 

4. Name 

5. Age 

6. Sex 

7. Marital status 

8. Occupation 

9. Read/write-yes or no 

10. Nationality 

11. Race 

12. Last permanent address 

13. Nearest relative or friend in country of origin–name and address 

14. Final destination - state, city, and town 

15. Ticket to final destination - yes or no 

16. Who paid for immigrant’s passage? 

17. Whether in possession of $50.00.  If less, how much? 

18. Ever been in the United States before?   If so, when, where, number of years, date of last 

departure 

19. Joining a friend or relative - name, address 

20. Polygamist /anarchist - yes or no 

21. Ever in prison, almshouse, institution, or supported by charity  

22. Coming by reason of offer, solicitation, or agreement of employment - yes or no 

23. Condition of health, mental, and physical 

24. Deformed or crippled - length of time and cause 

25. Height 

26. Complexion 
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27. Color eyes and hair 

28. Marks of identification 

29. Place of birth (country, county/province, city or town) 

30. Seaport and date of landing 

31. Name of ship 

32. Date of examination 

 

Aliens entering from a foreign country of origin, which was supposed to be recorded at the ship’s 

port of arrival, had to provide the following information: 

1. Name of person 

2. Name of ship 

3. Port of embarkation 

4. Date of departure 

5. Port of arrival 

6. Age 

7. Sex 

8. Marital status 

9. Occupation  

10. Able to read, write - yes or no 

11. Native tongue 

12. Nationality 

13. Race 

14. Last permanent residence - country, city, or town 

15. Name and address of nearest relative in country of origin 

16. Final destination, state, city, or town 

17. Ticket to final destination - yes or no 

18. By whom was passage paid 

19. Whether in possession of $50.00 - If less, how much? 

20. Ever been in the United States before?  If so, when, where? 

21. Joining relative or friend - name, address, relationship 

22. Purpose of coming to the United States 

23. Intend to return to country of origin after temporary engagement in labor pursuits? 

24. Length of time intends to remain in the United States 

25. Intend to become a United States citizen – yes or no? 

26. Ever in prison, almshouse, institution, or supported by charity 

27. Polygamist / anarchist - yes or no 

28. Coming by reason of employment offer, solicitation, or employment agreement 

29. Previously deported within one year  - yes or no 

30. Condition of health, mental and physical 

31. Deformed or crippled - nature of injury/condition 

32. Height 

33. Complexion 

34. Hair/eye color 

35. Marks of identification 

36. Place of birth - country, city, or town 
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Manifest Procedure Revisions: 

1882:   Specific procedures were set and maintained by immigration officials.  They were  

            required to record the ship’s name, master, ports and dates of embarkation and  

            arrival, name of each passenger, place of birth, last legal residence, age, sex,  

            occupation, and any miscellaneous remarks.  

1893:   The format was amended to include the immigrant’s full name, marital status,  

             nationality, final destination, whether in the U.S. before (when, where), and whether  

             going to join a relative (name, address, and relationship). 

1903:   Questions involving racial characteristics were added. 

1907:    Immigrants were required to provide the name and address of nearest relative in the old  

             country or country of origin. 

  

Index Cards:   Index cards were prepared for each record. They could be typed or handwritten.  

If a family traveled together, each individual was usually cross-referenced on an index card.  

When done properly, this is an excellent resource because researchers are alerted to other related 

family members accompanying the immigrant.  Information on the reverse side will frequently 

contain medical data and/or reference numbers for Alien Registration in the U. S. All original 

index cards and manifests lists have been destroyed.  The microfilm copies are the only existing 

records.   

 

Microfilmed Records: Records of the St. Albans District, 1895-1954, consist of five series of 

microfilmed index cards and manifests.  Three are indexes contained in 504 rolls of microfilm.  

The other two are manifest copies contained in 664 rolls of microfilm. 

 M1461 - SOUNDEX INDEX (1895-1924) 400 rolls 

 M1462 - ALPHA INDEX - SMALL VERMONT PORTS (1895-1924) 6 rolls 

 

Some entries are from as late as the 1950s.  They are arranged alphabetically within each port.  

Information includes: 

a. Manifest cards 

b. Oaths of returning citizens 

c. Primary inspection documents 

d. Records of registry

 

     

Canadian Ports of Entry – Canadian National Archives 

 

The Extent of the Records: Ports and Years Available 

Passenger lists exist for the following ports of entry: 

 Quebec City and Montreal (Quebec), 1865-1935; 

 Halifax (Nova Scotia), 1881-1935; 

 Saint John (New Brunswick), 1900-1935; 

 North Sydney (Nova Scotia),1906-1935 (these include mostly ferry arrivals from 

Newfoundland and St-Pierre-et-Miquelon, with a few passengers in transit from other 

countries); 
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 Toronto Emigrant Office 1865-1883; 

 Vancouver (British Columbia), 1905-1935; 

 Victoria (British Columbia), 1905-1935; 

 via New York, 1906-1931; and other eastern United States ports, 1905-1928 (these lists 

include only the names of passengers who stated that they intended to proceed directly to 

Canada). 

 
Source 

Passenger List: SS LETITIA, Québec, 9 June 1912. 

Library and Archives Canada, 

RG 76 C1a, p. 18, reel T-4787. 

 

About the Records 

 

1865-1922 

The lists are arranged by port and date of arrival. If you do not know those details or the name of 

the ship, you must search the unindexed lists by year. 

The arrivals at Quebec from 1865 to 1900 have been indexed by name. Using the online database, 

you can search by name of passengers to access digitized images of original passenger lists which 

give the name, age, country of origin, occupation and destination of each passenger. 

Quebec City Passenger Lists Index 1865-1900 

A similar index exists for arrivals at Halifax from January 1881 to February 1882 (microfilm reel 

C-15712). 

Passenger Lists, 1865-1935: List of Ports, Dates and Microfilm Reel Numbers 

The passenger lists from 1865 to 1922 have been digitized and are available online. The database 

enables you to access the passenger lists by name of ship, port and date of departure and/or port 

and date of arrival. 

Passenger Lists, 1865-1922 

 

1919-1924 

Individual Form 30A was used during this period. If you do not find a reference to an immigrant 

in those records and he/she arrived between 1919 and 1922, we recommend that you search the 

passenger lists for those years. 

http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/databases/passengers-quebec-1865-1900/index-e.html
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/genealogy/022-908.003.02-e.html
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/databases/passenger/001045-130-e.html
http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/genealogy/022-908.004-e.html
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Source 

Passenger List: SS AURANIA, Halifax, 

3 February 1930. 

Library and Archives Canada, 

RG 76 C1b, vol. 1, p. 214, reel T-14823. 

 

1925-1935 

The passenger lists for these years contain more details such as: 

 the immigrant's place of birth; 

 the name and address of the relative, friend or employer to whom they were destined; and 

 name and address of the nearest relative in the country from whence they came. 

These lists are arranged by port and date of arrival. The following database by the Library and 

Archives Canada http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/immigration/immigration-

records/passenger-lists-border-entry-1925-1935/Pages/introduction.aspx will provide detailed 

information which includes the volume, page and microfilm reel numbers for the actual records. 

The database was compiled from old nominal indexes that usually did not include the names of 

returning Canadians, tourists, visitors and passengers in transit to the United States. If you do not 

find a name in the database, you may have to search the actual passenger lists.  

 

   M1463 - SOUNDEX INDEX - (1924-1952) - 98 rolls 

 M1464 - ARRIVALS (1895-1954) Canadian Atlantic and Pacific Ports - 639 rolls 

 M1465 - ARRIVALS (1929-1949) Canadian Pacific Ports - 25 rolls 

 

NOTE: There are an additional 117 rolls of microfilm for the Detroit Port, 1906-1954, in series 

M1478 that was never included in the St. Albans District. 

 

United States-Canadian border immigration records can be easier to use than their passenger list 

counterparts for ports such as New York, Boston, or Philadelphia.  Many are available online on 

databases such as Ancestry, Family Search, Find My Past, and My Heritage. 

  

A significant number of immigrants began entering the United States via Canada as early as the 

1840s.  However, it wasn’t until January 1, 1895 when efforts were implemented to keep records 

of those immigrants who chose an alternative method of entering the United States.  No records 

exist for those immigrants who crossed prior to January 1, 1895.  When immigrants landed in 

Canada, there were no United States immigration personnel to meet them.  Some immigrants 

http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/immigration/immigration-records/passenger-lists-border-entry-1925-1935/Pages/introduction.aspx
http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/immigration/immigration-records/passenger-lists-border-entry-1925-1935/Pages/introduction.aspx
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headed for the border and crossed over. In other cases they may have stayed in Canada several 

years to accumulate money before entering the United States.  American authorities recognized as 

early as the 1880s that a growing number of immigrants were coming across the Canadian border. 

 There were calls to station border patrols along the various entry points.  These calls went 

unheeded until 1894, when Congress authorized creation of the necessary legal machinery and 

personnel to begin the documentation process. 

 

Early immigrants landing in Canada were largely from Ireland, Britain, France, Holland, 

Scandinavia, and the Germanic areas of northern Europe.  During the 1880s, as the United States 

began to impose more stringent immigration rules at its own ports of entry, even more immigrants 

from the same regions, as well as Russia, Poland, Austria-Hungary, and eastern and southern 

Europe, began to enter via Canada to avoid the trouble and delay of United States immigrant 

inspection.  

 

By the 1890s, steamship companies began to advertise passage through Canada as a more 

desirable route for immigrants who wished to avoid the increased scrutiny at American ports.  

While much of the traffic at this time originated in Ireland, other countries provided large numbers 

of immigrants from Sweden, Norway, Russia, Italy, Greece, Spain, as well as others from 

miscellaneous ports in the Mediterranean and Adriatic Seas.

 

This open evasion of immigrant inspection finally spurred the United States government to stop 

unrestricted access.  In 1894, Congress authorized the United States Immigration Service to 

negotiate an agreement with Canadian railroads and steamship lines serving Canadian ports of 

entry to bring those companies into compliance with United States immigration law.  

  

The following rules were implemented as a result of this agreement:   

1. Steamship lines agreed to treat all passengers destined to America as if they were landing 

at a U.S. port.  

2. Captains completed a United States ship passenger manifest form for all passengers.  

3. Tickets could only be sold to prospective immigrants who met the established 

requirements for admission to the United States.   

4. Canadian railroads agreed to carry only passengers who could prove they had completed 

all legal requirements necessary to enter the United States.   

5. To ensure compliance with these directives, the United States Immigration Service 

stationed immigration inspectors at Canadian ports of entry to collect the manifests and 

inspect United States bound immigrants.  The largest Canadian ports affected by this 

policy were Quebec, Montreal, St. John, and Halifax.   

6. Between 1895 and 1906, additional inspectors were stationed at all northern land border 

points of entry. 

 

As of January 1, 1895, immigrants intending to enter the United States from any area of Canada 

were subject to the following procedures: 

1. Immigrants were placed under Canadian quarantine until inspection time. 

2. American Immigration Service personnel, who were stationed at all seaports, inspected 
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prospective immigrants in the quarantine groups. 

3. The American inspector issued each individual passing the inspection a Certificate of 

Admission showing he or she had been inspected and admitted. 

4. Those who were rejected were sent back on the same ship they arrived on. 

5. If there was a delay in the ship’s return, passengers were detained in a jail or quarantine 

location until departure. 

6. Railroads required all passengers who landed in Canada within the last 30 days to present 

their Certificates of Admission before boarding a United States bound train. 

7. When the train reached the United States border, another immigration inspector boarded 

the train and collected the Certificates of Admission. 

8. The goal of this process was to facilitate the Immigration and Naturalization Service 

tracking and connecting an immigrant’s arrival at a Canadian seaport and subsequent 

entrance into the United States. 

9. At all land border ports, inspectors also prepared another manifest called FORM 1-

CANADA, also known as List or Manifest of Alien Passengers Applying for 

Admission to the United States from Foreign Contiguous Territory. 

 

This form relates to immigrants who had been in Canada for months or years and applied for 

admission to the United States at a land border post.  Prior to October 1, 1906 the records include 

only those immigrants born outside Canada.  After October 1, 1906, the records also include 

Canadian-born immigrants.  This form contained all information required under United States 

immigration law and sometimes more: 

1. To account for immigrants who lived in Canada before moving to the United States, the 

form contained additional columns for recording original arrival information. 

2. These columns asked for information concerning the port of arrival, date of arrival, and 

steamship that brought the immigrant to Canada.   

3. This information enabled the Immigration and Naturalization Service to crosscheck 

Canadian ship passenger lists for that immigrant.  

4. At the end of each month, United States officers at Canadian seaports and land border 

ports of entry sent their ship or border lists to the Immigration and Naturalization Service 

Canadian Border District in Montreal. 

5. There the lists were filed chronologically by year and month, then alphabetically by port of 

entry.   

6. Other filing variations can include ship lists from seaports being filed at the beginning of a 

given month’s records, followed by the land ports in alphabetical order. 

 

The St. Albans immigration lists are available for research purposes at the National Archives as 

well as online at Ancestry, Family Search, Find My Past, and My Heritage.  They have been 

divided geographically in the following manner: 

1. Manifests Of Passengers Arriving In The St. Albans, Vermont District Through 

Canadian Pacific & Atlantic Ports (Microfilm Set M1464)  

 

2. Manifests Of Passengers Arriving In The St. Albans, Vermont District Through 

Canadian Ports, 1929-1949 (Microfilm Set M1465) 
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Unless one knows the date and port of arrival, one must begin the search process using the 

Soundex indexes.  The Immigration & Naturalization Service began to create these indexes in the 

1930s by sponsoring a Works Progress Administration (WPA) project to transcribe nearly all 

available information from the lists to manifest cards, which were then filed by Soundexed 

surname.  Researchers benefit from the existence of a comprehensive index to all arrivals between 

1895 and 1917 and the majority of arrivals from Canada into the Eastern and Midwestern states 

through 1927.  The Soundex indexes are divided chronologically and are described in NARA 

Microfilm Publications M1461 and M1463.  The former publication covers the period prior to 

1924, the latter applies to the post 1924 period. 

 

Changes in the records procedure at various border locations have affected the Soundex index.  

These changes do not always correspond to the 1924 division date.  After June 1917, the 

Soundex index included only arrivals and admissions from the entry stations east of the North 

Dakota/Montana state lines.  Later, after July 1, 1927, the index generally includes only those 

arrivals and admissions east of Lake Ontario.  Thus, the St. Albans Soundex 1895 to 1924 

(NARA Microfilm Publication M1461) can only be considered complete between 1895 through 

1917, and largely complete after 1917.  There is no geographically comprehensive index after 

1929. 

 

The later St. Albans Soundex covers the dates  from 1924-1952 (NARA Microfilm Publication 

M1463).  This set can present problems since the index in some cases represents only seaport 

arrivals, and in other cases only land border admissions.  This distinction may or may not be clear 

even when viewing the actual records. This Soundex index can be very useful in locating records 

of immigrants who arrived in the United States at any port of entry before 1940, many of them 

during the 1930's, who either entered the United States illegally or overstayed their temporary 

visas.  The Alien Registration Act of 1940 revealed these immigrants’ illegal status, and they soon 

applied for an immigrant visa and adjustment of immigration status in the United States. When the 

visa application was approved, the applicant had to travel outside the United states to collect the 

visa and return through a U.S. port of entry where a record of admission for permanent residence 

could be filed. 

 

As a result of these factors, the post 1924 records contain many alien residents of the Northeast 

and Midwest who traveled to Montreal in the early 1940s so they could legally re-enter the United 

States.  Many of these World War II immigrants were Canadian-born individuals who arrived 

prior to 1924 or Jews who escaped Europe in the wake of Adolph Hitler and the holocaust.   

 

For a complete listing of our genealogical holdings on Canada, please check the genealogy 

collection shelf list which is available at the Fort Myers-Lee County Library reference desk, or 

visit the Lee County Genealogical Society website at http://lcgsfl.org/libraryRecords.php .   
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