
Ready to see where it all started? Passenger arrival lists can pro-
vide clues – and answers – about your family’s arrival in America. 

Whether you’re just getting started or you’ve hit a roadblock, our 
10 Things to Know can help you with the answers you need. And 
to really see passenger lists in action, check out our Case Stud-
ies detailing how we uncovered a stubborn list, what we learned 
when we combined an older list with other U.S. records, and even 
where we found a hiding maiden name.

1. Dates. What’s the earliest passenger list you’ll find? 1820 
for passenger lists mandated by the U.S. federal government. 
(Some earlier passenger lists do exist, usually in book form, 
but they weren’t required.) While the earliest lists include 
little more than names, departure information and arrival 
details, things changed in 1893, when the federal government 
added 16 new fields relating to marital status, last residence, 
final destination, literacy, financial status and more. Big 
changes happened again in 1906, when physical description 
and place of birth were included, and a year later, when name 
and address of passenger’s closest living relative in the coun-
try of origin was tacked on, too.

2. Details. The more details you know about your ances-
tor and his or her arrival, the better your chances will be of 
finding a related passenger list at Ancestry.com, although 
you may be able to find an ancestor with just a name and age 
upon arrival or approximate birth date. Be careful – too many 
details could leave you with too few search results, especially 
if a key detail, like a surname, number of children, or place of 
departure, wasn’t the same upon arrival. 

3. Timeline. Don’t know the exact year of arrival? Create 
a timeline of events associated with your ancestor. Include 
residence clues, too, to help you narrow down the range of 
immigration years to search.
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Searching PaSSenger  
LiStS at anceStry.com.
Start your search for passenger lists by 
selecting Immigration & Travel from the 
Search tab at Ancestry.com.

Choose Passenger Lists from Narrow by 
Category.

Enter your immigrant ancestor’s name upon 
arrival. Remember that women may have 
traveled under a maiden name. Add any 
additional identifying details including birth 
year, year of migration and birth country, if 
known. Review the results returned.

Click on anyone you think may be your 
ancestor and select “View Original Record” 

to see the actual passenger list. 

10Things to Know: 
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http://learn.ancestry.com/LearnMore/Article.aspx?id=15688
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4. Other Records. Other records – including the cen-
sus, death records and more – may contain valuable informa-
tion that will make your search simpler. Rather than jump-
ing right in with a passenger list, try to find or review later 
records created once your immigrant ancestor was settled in 
America. See “More Clues” for additional information. 

5. Name Games. Officials at Ellis Island weren’t in the 
business of changing immigrants’ names, but more than a few 
new Americans adopted an Americanized name upon arrival 
or shortly thereafter. Search the Web for ethnic equivalents 
of a first name. Also look online for variations of surnames. 
Still can’t find the right surname? Consider literal translations, 
too: the name Black, for example, may have once been its 
German equivalent, Schwartz. Or try lengthening and short-
ening names: Wise may have once been Weisen and before 
that Weisenberg and earlier still Weisenberger.

6. Search Secrets. To get past handwriting and spelling 
variations, try a wildcard search in which you use asterisks to 
replace some of the letters in a name. For example, if the sur-
name was Berlengauem, B*rl*g*m* would produce it as well 
as Burlingame and a handful of other variants. Or forego the 
surname and search using birthplace, age, gender, occupation 
and other details to find people who match the characteris-
tics of your ancestor. Also try maiden names – female ances-
tors may have traveled using them, even when married.
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Scroll across the line to discover the details 
collected on each passenger. Some pas-
senger lists, particularly 20th century ones, 
consisted of two pages. Click on the arrow 

to determine if this list contains an addi-
tional page with more details. 



7. Brothers, Sisters, Aunts, Uncles, 
Mothers, Fathers and More. Relatives and 
neighbors may have traveled with your ancestor – search for 
them when you can’t locate the person you’re really hoping to 
find. Even if the family didn’t travel together (check multiple 
pages of the passenger list just to be sure), you may discover 
other clues, like the name of a relative back home or a final 
destination, either of which could help you link family lines or 
clue you into chain migration or groups of strangers recruited 
to come to America for jobs. And don’t let a father’s passen-
ger list record fool you: it wasn’t uncommon for one member 
of the family, usually the family’s head, to come to America 
and send for the rest of the family after settling in.  

8. Oh, Canada. For years it was cheaper for immigrants 
to travel from Europe to Canada and then cross the border 
into America. If your ancestor seems to be missing from the 
port you’d expect to find him or her, expand your search to all 
ports of entry as well as border crossings into America.

9. Page After Page. Some passenger lists, particularly 
detailed, post-1906 ones, consist of two pages. So whenever 
you find your ancestor on a list, always page forward to see if 
there’s a second page associated with him or her. If so, you’ll 
discover even more details.
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more cLueS. Look carefully in the follow-
ing sources for clues about when and/or 
where your ancestor may have arrived:

• cenSuS recordS. Date of immigration 
can be found on forms between 1900 
and 1930. 

• death recordS. “How long in the U.S.” 
was often included in death records. 
Obituaries may hold additional details.

• SibLingS. Passenger lists for brothers 
and sisters, aunts and uncles, mother 
and father, even neighbors could lead 
you directly to your ancestor, whether 
as a traveling companion, a relative back 
home or a final destination in the U.S.

• WiLLS, naturaLization formS, 
marriage LicenSeS and more. 
Witnesses, sponsors, neighbors, rela-
tives, and godparents may have been 
traveling companions to your ancestor. 

• dePartureS. You may find your an-
cestor leaving his or her homeland in 
Hamburg Passenger Lists, 1850-1934, 
Swiss Overseas Emigration, 1910-1953, 
Swedish Emigration Records, 1783-1951 
or in other departure lists.

• PaSSPortS. Birth and immigration 
details as well as other unique facts may 
be found in passports. Note that pass-
ports were traditionally only issued once 
an immigrant had obtained citizenship, 
although on occasion they were issued 
to immigrants who had declared their 
intent to naturalize, too.

• other PaSSenger LiStS. Some-
times—particularly in later years when 
steamships made trips easier and 
faster—several trips were made before 
an immigrant finally settled. Look care-
fully to see if dates of previous travel to 
the U.S. are included.

• StorieS. Ever wonder why an ancestor 
came to America? Maybe someone else 
in the family heard the story. If you’re 
lucky, that story will include a date or 
a historic reason for departure. While 
it might not be perfectly accurate, it 
could give you a good place to start your 
search.
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10. Next Step. Passenger lists hold clues about an immigrant’s past and future. Be sure to extract every 

detail you can, including the following (categories correspond to letters shown on the passenger list, page 5):

a. NAME IN FULL- All passengers, regardless of age, were listed. Immigrant surnames may not be identical to the one 
you know: language barriers and accents resulted in creative spellings and immigrants sometimes modified their 
names after settling into their new homeland.

b. CALLING OR OCCUPATION- Check occupation against the occupation listed on census records to help determine 
if you’ve found the right person. Note, however, that occupation was often listed as “laborer” for steerage passen-
gers, although a new job may have been found after arrival.

c. LAST PERMANENT RESIDENCE- Information in this column may help you determine where to look for overseas 
records. Note that depending on the year, you may be looking at place of birth or last permanent residence.

d. NAME OF NEAREST RELATIVE IN HOME COUNTRY- An entry on this line gives 
you a new relative to discover. Bonus if it’s the parent of a married woman – you may 
have just discovered the woman’s maiden name.

e. FINAL DESTINATION- Not what you were expecting? Immigrants often had a destination associated with a friend, 
relative or job, but they may have moved shortly thereafter. City directories and census records may help you de-
termine when.

f. CODES- Don’t know what something means? Look for clues on other lines. This 
notation of Br. I.L. seems to indicate brother-in-law.

g. WHETHER IN U.S.  PREVIOUSLY- Pay careful attention to a previous visit: it may lead you to an earlier passenger list 
containing additional information.

h. HEALTH CONDITION- Not all health problems were a quick ticket back home; note the handwritten comments 
regarding the person on line one.

i. HEIGHT, EYE COLOR- Passenger lists aren’t the only place you may find a physical description of your ancestor. Look 
for similar information on draft cards and passport applications.

J. PLACE OF BIRTH- International records at Ancestry.com and experts on the Hire an Expert tab can help you discover 
more about your ancestor in his or her former homeland and place of birth.

K. STEERAGE- Look for details about the travel class at the top of passenger arrival lists – in this case it was “Steerage,” 
a.k.a. third class. Not clearly marked? If most travelers on the page had little cash and were designated “laborers,” 
you’re likely in steerage.

L. SHIP NAME- Want to know what the ship looked like? Search Passenger Ships and Images at Ancestry.com.

m. HANDWRITTEN NOTES- Pay attention to handwriting – it may reveal information 
about your ancestor that wasn’t required to pass inspection or that clarifies an answer 
given.

n. ABBREVIATIONS- To save time, inspectors often used terms like “above,” “same,” 
“ditto” or even an abbreviation of “do” to indicate a repeated entry.

o. ARRIVAL DATE- If your ancestor arrived in a census year, note the arrival date to determine if it was before or after 
the census was taken.

http://expertconnect.ancestry.com/Home.aspx
http://search.ancestry.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=8944
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