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Did Your Ancestors Come Through Ellis Island? 
Do you have an ancestor who came to the United States after 1892? If so, they 
came through Ellis Island.  How can you find out? Census records are the 
easiest way to find out if you have a potential Ellis Island ancestor. 

The 1940 census is the most recent census that has been released to the 
public. Talk with your parents and try to collect information about their 
parents and grandparents – farther, if you’re able.  

You need to know 3 things about each person: 

1. Name – full name if possible.  For females, write down their maiden name. 
2. Year they were born 
3. Where they were born. The state they were born in is good. Knowing the county they were born in is better.  

Knowing the city they were born in is best! (If you know the city, we can find the county online.) 

Use the blank Family Tree Circle Chart to gather information about your family. Information about your mother’s family 
will go on the yellow side and information about your father’s family will go on the green side. (If you have a family 
member who has already done family research and they have a chart that is not in this format, that’s great – saves you 
time!) 

 

 

 

 

 

Fill in as much of your chart as 
possible.  You need to find an 
ancestor who was born before 
1940. The more ancestors born 
before this date, the better your 
chances of finding an Ellis Island 
ancestor. 
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Using the 1940 census 
The 1940 census is the most recent census that has been released to the public due to privacy concerns.  To search the 
1940 census records for free, go to https://familysearch.org/1940census 

Enter the name of 
your ancestor and as 
much of the location 
information as you 
know for where they 
might have been 
living in 1940. Click 
the Search button 
and you will be given 
a list of possible 
matches.  

  

 

 

 

Note: It is possible to enter a last name only. It will give you a list that is longer than if you have a full name, but it could 
give you a good hint if you recognize a name. 

This is my Dad’s family.  This is my grandfather, grandmother and aunts and uncle.  My father was not born yet. (You 
may need your parents to confirm names of aunts and uncles to confirm you have the correct family.) On the 
FamilySearch site, each individual has a record exactly like this listed beneath my grandfather’s entry. I can see that he 
was born in the United States, so my next goal would be to try to find his parents in an earlier census.  

If you find an ancestor in the 1940 census who was born in the United States before 1892 (age 48 or older), then that 
family did not come through Ellis Island.  (Ancestors who arrived between 1808 and 1892 may have come through Castle 
Garden.) If your ancestor was born outside of the United States, chances are excellent that they did come through Ellis 
Island. 

To see the information contained for your family in the 1940 census, click on your ancestor’s name and then click on 
“View Document” on the right side. There is a lot of information on one census sheet and it may be difficult to read. A 
blank form is attached to help you read the column headings. If your ancestor happened to be listed on line 14 or 29, 
there are additional questions at the bottom – including the place of birth for your ancestor’s mother and father. This 
can tell you if it is possible to find an Ellis Island ancestor or not for this line of your family.  

 

https://familysearch.org/1940census
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Just for fun – try finding 
your ancestor’s house 

using Google Map’s “street 
view”. Is it still there? 

 

 

 

 

What can I learn about my family from the 1940 census?  
 
There is a lot of interesting information about your family on the 1940 census. The small x 
next to a name shows you who gave information to the enumerator. In my case, my 
grandmother answered the questions.  This can give you an idea of how accurate the 
answers might be. In the very first few columns, you’ll be able to determine an address 
and the value of a family’s home or how much monthly rent they paid. Column 14 will tell 
you the highest grade of school each person had completed. 

Remember, this was toward the end of the Great Depression but before WW2.  Looking at the questions toward the 
right side of the page, you’ll see that several questions were asked about employment and 
wages. 

• Col. 21 asks specifically if each individual was working “for pay or profit” during the 
week of March 24-30.  

• Col. 22 asks if an individual was assigned to “public Emergency Work” for the WPA 
(Works Progress Administration), NYA (National Youth Administration) or CCC 
(unemployed, unmarried men age 18-25) during the week of March 24-30. 

• Additional columns ask if a person was seeking work, unable to work, a homemaker 
or school student. 

• Col. 27 asks how many weeks a person had been unemployed.  
• Beginning in column 28, all people old enough were asked what their occupation was 

(even if they were unemployed) and what industry that occupation took place in. 
• Columns 31-32 ask how many weeks each adult had worked in 1939 and what their 

income had been for that year.  

If you think there’s still a chance to find an Ellis Island ancestor in this family, the 1830 or 
1820 census will give you the answer you are looking for. 

If you are unsure where your family lived in 1830, the 1840 census may give you a hint where to look.  If you look at the 
last column in the image below, you’ll see that my family lived in the “same house” in 1935.  If a family did not live in the 
same location, they were asked to give the county and state where they lived at that time. That would be an excellent 
place to search for them or their family in the 1830 census. 
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Using the 1930 census 
In the 1930 census, all people not born in the US were asked for the year that they arrived in America.  This will tell you 

if your ancestor may have arrived at Ellis Island. 

https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1810731 

For the location, enter County comma State. 

If you do not see your family, remove the first name and 
try again. 

If you still do not see your family, enter only the first 3 or 
4 letters of the last name followed by an *. 

If you are still not finding your family, enter the name 
with the state only. Or your ancestor’s name along with 
their father or mother’s name, if you know it. By clicking 
on the “Search with Relationship” link for Father or 
Mother, you can enter their information as well.  

  

 

Notice that for this example, the last name is spelled differently, but seeing the name of the wife and children shows me 
that this is certainly the correct family. When you click on the name, you will see most of the information given on the 
census, but the census image is not available on FamilySearch. (Your local library may have an Ancestry.com account 
available for your use.) 

The two areas to look at would be the 
immigration year for your ancestor and the 
birthplace of their parents. 

If an immigration year is given, it must be after 
1892 to be a potential Ellis Island ancestor. 

If your ancestor does not have an immigration 
year, check to see if they were born after 1892 
but have foreign born parents. 

If their parents were foreign born, you can see 
their census information on FamilySearch by 
clicking on their name in the list of household 
members at the bottom. 

(If you have no luck with the 1830 census, the 
1820 census will give the same information.) 

https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1810731
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What can I learn about my family from the 1930 census?  
In addition to seeing the list of the family members living in the house at the time along with the ages and relationships, 
the 1930 census will tell: 

• Address 
• How much the house was worth or how much monthly rent was paid. 
• Did the family own a radio? (The radio was for many, a luxury. By 1930, only 40% of American families owned 

one.) 

 
• How old each person was when they were married for the first time 
• Place of birth for each person and their parents 
• Year of immigration and whether or not they had become citizens of the US 
• Occupation and whether they were unemployed 
• An indication of whether the person was a veteran and which war they fought in – WWI, Spanish-American War, 

Civil War, Philippine Insurrection, Boxer Rebellion or Mexican Expedition 

Now that you know the date of arrival, you can begin to determine if your ancestor came through Ellis Island. 

Don’t have an ancestor who arrived during the correct time period? Try finding the arrival record for Bob Hope 
– a comedian who found fame in radio and films around 1940. (Think where you’d be most likely to live in 1940 
as a film actor.) His parents’ names were William and Avis Hope who lived in Cleveland, Ohio after immigrating 

from England. Bob’s real name was Leslie and his wife’s name was Delores. 
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Making the Trip 
From: http://www.ohranger.com/ellis-island/immigration-journey 

After the 1893 U.S. immigration law went into effect, each passenger had to answer up to 31 questions (recorded on 
manifest lists) before boarding the ship. These questions included, among others: name, age, sex, marital status, 
occupation, nationality, ability to read or write, race, physical and mental health, last residence, and the name and 
address of the nearest relative or friend in the immigrant’s country of origin. Immigrants were asked whether they had 
at least $25 (this amount changed over time); whether they had ever been in prison, an almshouse, or an institution; or 
if they were polygamists or anarchists. 

 

 

Steamship lines were also held accountable for medical examinations of the immigrants before departing the port. Most 
seaport medical examinations were made by doctors employed by the steamship lines, but often the examination was 
too rapid to disclose anything but the most obvious diseases and defects. Disinfection (of both immigrants and baggage) 
and vaccination were routinely performed at the ports. 

Finally, with questions answered, medical exams completed, vaccinations still stinging and disinfectant still stinking, the 
immigrants were led to their accommodations. Steerage passengers walked past the tiny deck space, squeezed past the 
ship’s machinery and were directed down steep stairways into the enclosed lower decks. They were now in steerage, 
which was to be their prison for the rest of their ocean journey. 

Step Two: On Board 

There were three types of accommodations on the ships that brought immigrants to America: first class, second class 
and steerage. Only steerage passengers were processed at Ellis Island. First- and second-class passengers were quickly 
and courteously “inspected” onboard the ship before being transferred to New York. 

Steerage was enormously profitable for steamship companies. Even though the average cost of a ticket was only $30, 
larger ships could hold from 1,500 to 2,000 immigrants, netting a profit of $45,000 to $60,000 for a single, one-way 
voyage. The cost to feed a single immigrant was only about 60 cents a day! 

For most immigrants, especially early arrivals, the experience of steerage was like a nightmare (at one time, the average 
passenger mortality rate was 10 percent per voyage). The conditions were so crowded, so dismally dark, so unsanitary 
and so foul-smelling, that they were the single most important cause of America’s early immigration laws. 
Unfortunately, the laws were almost impossible to enforce and steerage conditions remained deplorable, almost 
beyond belief. As late as 1911, in a report to President William H. Taft, the United States Immigration Commission said: 

http://www.ohranger.com/ellis-island/immigration-journey
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“The open deck space reserved for steerage passengers is 
usually very limited, and situated in the worst part of the ship, 
subject to the most violent motion, to the dirt from the stacks 
and the odors from the hold and galleys... the only provisions 
for eating are frequently shelves or benches along the sides or 
in the passages of sleeping compartments. Dining rooms are 
rare and, if found, are often shared with berths installed along 
the walls. Toilets and washrooms are completely inadequate; 
saltwater only is available. 

“The ventilation is almost always inadequate, and the air soon becomes foul. The unattended vomit of the seasick, the 
odors of not too clean bodies, the reek of food and the awful stench of the nearby toilet rooms make the atmosphere of 
the steerage such that it is a marvel that human flesh can endure it... Most immigrants lie in their berths for most of the 
voyage, in a stupor caused by the foul air. The food often repels them... It is almost impossible to keep personally clean. 
All of these conditions are naturally aggravated by the crowding.” 

In spite of the miserable conditions, the immigrants had faith 
in the future. To pass the time—a crossing could take 
anywhere from a week to more than a month, depending on 
the ship and weather—they would play cards, sing, dance and 
talk... talk... talk... 

Rumors about life in America, combined with stories about 
rejections and deportations at Ellis Island, circulated 
endlessly. There were rehearsals for answering the 
immigration inspectors’ questions and hour upon hour was 
spent learning the strange new language. 

 

 

 

By the time the tiring trip approached its long-
awaited end, most immigrants were in a state 
of shock: physically, mentally and emotionally. 
Yet, even with the shores of a new world 
looming before their eyes, and even with tears 
of relief streaming down their faces, their 
journey was not at an end. 
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Ellis Island 
After the ship had docked in Manhattan, while cabin passengers were being released to the 
freedom of New York, steerage passengers poured across the pier to a waiting area. Each 
wore a name tag with the individual’s manifest number written in large figures. The 
immigrants were then assembled into groups of 30, according to manifest numbers, and were 
packed on the top decks of barges while their baggage was piled on the lower decks. 

When they finally landed, with the ground still swaying like waves beneath their feet and the 
shrill shouts of a dozen different languages assaulting their ears, they met their first American, 
a nameless interpreter. In retrospect, it may be that these interpreters were the unsung 
heroes of the entire immigration screening process. Their patience and skill frequently helped 

save an immigrant from deportation. 

The average number of languages spoken by an interpreter was six, but a dozen languages (including dialects) was not 
uncommon. The record for a single interpreter was 15 languages. 

Interpreters led groups through the main doorway and directed them up a steep stairway to the Registry Room. 
Although they did not realize it, the immigrants were already taking their first test: A doctor stood at the top of the stairs 
watching for signs of lameness, heavy breathing that might indicate a heart condition or “bewildered gazes” that might 
be symptomatic of a mental condition. 

As each immigrant passed, a doctor, with an interpreter at his side, would 
examine the immigrant’s face, hair, neck and hands. The doctor held a piece of 
chalk. On about two out of every ten or 11 immigrants who passed, he would 
scrawl a large white letter; that letter indicated whether or not that immigrant 
was to be detained for further medical inspection. 

Should an immigrant be suspected of mental defects, an X 
was marked high on the front of the right shoulder; an X 
within a circle meant some definite symptom had been 
detected. And the “shorthand” continued: B indicated 
possible back problems; Pg, pregnancy; Sc, a scalp infection; and so on. If an immigrant was 
marked, he or she continued with the process and then was directed to rooms set aside for 
further examination. 

Sometimes whole groups would be made to bathe with disinfectant solutions before being cleared—not too surprising, 
considering how many were unable to bathe during the crossing. Again the line moved on. The next group of doctors 
were the dreaded “eye men.” They were looking for symptoms of trachoma, an eye disease that caused blindness and 
even death. (More than half of the medical detentions were because of this disease, and its discovery meant certain 
deportation.) 

If immigrants had any of the diseases proscribed by the immigration laws, or were too ill or feeble-minded to earn a 
living, they would be deported. Sick children age 12 or older were sent back to Europe alone and were released in the 
port from which they had come. Children younger than 12 had to be accompanied by a parent. There were many tearful 
scenes as families with a sick child decided who would go and who would stay. 
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Immigrants who passed their medical exams were now ready to take the final 
test from the “primary line” inspector who was seated on a high stool with the 
ship’s manifest on a desk in front of him and an interpreter at his side. This 
questioning process was designed to verify the 31 items of information 
contained on the manifest. Since each “primary line” inspector had only about 
two minutes in which to decide whether each immigrant was “clearly and 
beyond a doubt entitled to land,” most of the immigrants received curt nods of 
approval and were allowed to pass. In total, about 20 percent of those arriving at 
Ellis Island were detained for medical treatment or a legal hearing; the rest were 
free to go after only a few hours. Only two percent of the immigrants seeking 
refuge in America would fail to be admitted. 

Did you know? 

• The unofficial motto of Ellis Island workers was "keep it moving!" Workers were trying to keep the line moving 
because the station was overcrowded. The immigration station was designed to process 5,000 people per day. But 
during the peak immigration period, more than 11,000 immigrants arrived every day. 

• For just 30 cents, an immigrant could purchase bread, cheese, sausage, and lemonade at the concession stand. 
• Before 1907, many children made the trip to America alone. Some traveled thousands of miles without a parent or 

guardian. But after 1907, it was prohibited for anyone under the age of 16 to come through Ellis Island without an 
adult. 

• Immigrants had to prove that they would not become a burden on the US government.  A minimum of $30 was 
required to be shown upon inspection. (Many immigrants had much more than $30 which they would sew into the 
lining of their clothes to keep from being robbed!) 

• The highest number of immigrants came through the Ellis Island immigration station in 1907. In that year 1,004,765 
immigrants arrived. 

• Ellis Island was originally 3.3 acres. Over the years, it grew to 
its current size of 27.5 acres.  How did this happen? Rock and 
earth taken from massive construction projects, such as the 
building of New York City’s subway tunnels, was added as 
landfill around the original island. 

• Ellis Island is part New York and part New Jersey! The green 
area of the map at the right was the original island and its area 
belongs to New York.  The remainder belongs to New Jersey. 

• According to The American Family Immigration History Center 
(www.ellisislandrecords.org), between 1892 and 1924 over 
twenty-two million passengers and members of ships’ crews 
came through Ellis Island and the port of New York. After 
accounting for crew members and repeat passengers, 
statisticians estimate that about twelve million immigrants 
who became permanent residents of the US passed through Ellis Island. 

• It is a myth that workers at Ellis Island changed or mis-spelled names. In fact, the passenger lists that we look at 
today were created at the location of departure – not arrival. 
 

Look at the arrival date you’ve found for your ancestor.  During which time period did (s)he arrive in? 

□ Before Aug. 1, 1855  
□ 1 Aug 1855 – 18 Apr 1890  
□ 19 Apr 1890 – 31 Dec 1891 
□ 1 Jan 1892 – 14 June 1897  
□ 15 June 1897 – 16 Dec 1900 

□ 17 Dec 1900 – 1924 
□ After 1924 
□ Any date: Do you think your ancestors would have 

travelled in 1st class, 2nd class, or steerage? 

http://www.ellisislandrecords.org/
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Look at your answer above to see if your ancestor had a chance of being at Ellis Island: 

o Before Aug. 1, 1855 - Sorry, there were no immigrant receiving stations before Aug. 1, 1855 so your ancestor did 
not come through Ellis Island! 

o 1 Aug 1855 – 18 Apr 1890 - Your ancestor may have been one of more than eleven-million immigrants 
processed…through Castle Garden, not Ellis Island. Sorry! 

o 19 Apr 1890 – 31 Dec 1891 - Your ancestor may have been one of about 525,000 immigrants processed through 
a temporary location known as the Barge Office. Sorry! 

o 1 Jan 1892 – 14 June 1897 - Yeah! There is a chance that your ancestor came through Ellis Island! 
o 15 June 1897 – 16 Dec 1900 - Sorry - A fire destroyed the Ellis Island building on June 14, 1897 and your ancestor 

may have arrived at the temporary processing center in the Barge Office. 
o 17 Dec 1900 – 1924 - Yeah! There is a chance that your ancestor came through Ellis Island! 
o The Immigration Act of 1924 restricted immigration. This marked the end of mass immigration to America. The 

Immigration Act also provided for the examination and qualification of immigrants at U.S. consulates overseas. 
The main function of Ellis Island changed from that of an immigrant processing station, to a center of the 
assembly, detention, and deportation of aliens who had entered the U.S. illegally or had violated the terms of 
admittance. The buildings at Ellis Island began to fall into disuse and disrepair. 

o First- and second-class passengers were not required to go to Ellis Island for immigration processing. Instead, 
they were given a quick medical inspection aboard their ship and then taken directly to the pier to disembark 
before the remaining passengers were taken to Ellis Island. (Passengers with signs of contagious disease were 
taken to Ellis Island.) Officials thought that if an immigrant could afford a first- or second-class ticket they 
probably were not sick or in financial trouble, conditions which could make them a burden on American society. 

Ports of Entry 
Another thing to consider: your ancestor may not have arrived in the United States through the New York port – in fact, 
they may have come through Canada or Mexico.  The 5 major ports during the 19th and early 20th century include: 
Baltimore, Boston, New Orleans, New York and Philadelphia.  New York was seeing ¾ of all arrivals by the 1880’s.  But 
there were 90 other ports that your ancestor may have come through as well - including  

• Detroit, Michigan  
• Galveston, Texas  
• Gloucester and New Bedford, Massachusetts 
• Gulfport and Pascagoula, Mississippi 
• Key West, Florida  

• Portland, Maine  
• Providence, Rhode Island 
• San Francisco, California  
• Savannah, Georgia 
• Seattle, Washington 
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How can I search for my Ancestor’s arrival? 
During the depression, one of the projects taken on by the WPA was to create a database of passenger names from the 
Passenger Lists from the Immigration and Naturalization Service.  Each passenger’s name was written on an index card    

 along with their age, sex, occupation, country of origin, port of departure, name of the ship and date and port of arrival. 
Luckily, we no longer have to rely on these cards! This information is now available to search on the FamilySearch web 

site at https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1368704 

 

 

Once you have found a potential match, click the button that says “View Partner Site” and it will take you directly to the 
Ellis Island web site where you can look at the original ship manifest. 

https://familysearch.org/search/collection/1368704


© Lisa VonLanken  2014 

The biggest difficulty with searching with the FamilySearch web site is that you have to know the exact spelling that the 
transcription gives (how it looked to the worker writing the index card).  If you are certain your ancestor should be in the 
list, but FamilySearch is not giving you a result, you can also search with the One Step web site at 
http://stevemorse.org/ellis2/ellisgold.html.  In this site, when searching for a name, you may select the option of “sounds 
like” and find a match that may not be spelled exactly the way you would expect. You may get a VERY long list, but you 
should be able to find your ancestor by keeping an open mind about spelling, especially if they travelled as a family. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These links will also take you directly to the Ellis Island web site.  The first 
blue link will give you the basic information about the passenger.  The 2nd 
blue link will give you a text version of the information contained on that 
page. With this image, you can see if members of a family were traveling 
together to confirm that you have the correct family even if the name was 
transcribed incorrectly.  You can also use the “previous” and “next” 
buttons in the upper right to see who else was traveling on that ship. 

 

The 3rd blue link will take you to a scan of the actual ship manifest and the 

Text Manifest 

http://stevemorse.org/ellis2/ellisgold.html
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5th blue link will show you a picture of the ship your ancestor arrived on. 

Finding the correct page using the Ellis Island web site is not 
always easy.  Each manifest page may have been 2 pages wide 
and the link you click on may not take you to the correct page.  
After each 2 page list, there could also be a couple of pages of 
instructions, so using the previous and next buttons can take 
SIGNIFICANT time before finding the page you are looking for. 
Click the magnifying glass icon to see an enlarged version. 

 

(If your library does provide you with access to Ancestry.com,  
you may be able to find what you’re looking for quicker with a 
search on that site.) 

 

Once you have found the correct page, look at the top to see 
which class your ancestor traveled in. THIS will allow you to know 
if your ancestor had the Ellis Island experience – or if they were 
lucky enough to go directly to the United States without going 
through the inspection process. 
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