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INTRODUCTION 
 
On the seven rolls of this microfilm publication, A3417, is reproduced an index  
to alien vessel crewmen who were discharged or who deserted at New York, New 
York, May 1917–November 1957. These records are part of the Records of the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service, Record Group (RG) 85. 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
Early records relating to immigration originated in regional customhouses. The 
U.S. Customs Service conducted its business by designating collection districts. 
Each district had a headquarters port with a customhouse and a collector of customs, 
the chief officer of the district. An act of March 2, 1819 (15th Cong., 2nd sess.,  
3 Stat. 488), required the captain or master of a vessel arriving at a port in the 
United States or any of its territories from a foreign country to submit a list of 
passengers to the collector of customs. The act also required that the collector 
submit a quarterly report or abstract, consisting of copies of those passenger lists, 
to the Secretary of State, who was required to submit such information at each 
session of Congress. After 1874, collectors forwarded only statistical reports to 
the Treasury Department. The lists themselves were retained by the collector of 
customs. Customs records were maintained primarily for statistical purposes. 
 
On August 3, 1882, Congress passed the first Federal law regulating immigration 
(47th Cong., 1st sess., 22 Stat. 214); the Secretary of the Treasury had general 
supervision over it between 1882 and 1891. The Office of Superintendent of 
Immigration in the Department of the Treasury was established under an act of 
March 3, 1891 (51st Cong., 2nd sess., 26 Stat. 1084), and was later designated a 
bureau in 1895 with responsibility for administering the alien contract-labor laws. 
In 1900 administration of the Chinese exclusion laws was added. Initially the 
Bureau retained the same administrative structure of ports of entry that the Customs 
Service had used. By the turn of the century, it began to designate its own immi-
gration districts, the numbers and boundaries of which changed over the years. In 
1903 the Bureau became part of the Department of Commerce and Labor; its name 
was changed to the Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization when functions 
relating to naturalization were added in 1906. In 1933 the functions were transfer-
red to the Department of Labor and became the responsibility of the newly formed 
Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS). Under President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s Reorganization Plan V of 1940, the INS was moved to the Depart-
ment of Justice. The INS was abolished in 2003, and its immigration and natural-
ization recordkeeping functions were transferred to the new Bureau of Citizenship 
and Immigration Services within the new Department of Homeland Security, 
established January 24, 2003, by the Homeland Security Act of 2002 (Pub. L. 
107-296, § 471, 107th Cong., 2nd sess., Nov. 25, 2002, 116 Stat. 2135, 2205). 
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Section 1 of the Immigration Act of 1917 (Pub. L. 301, 65th Cong., 2nd sess., 
Feb. 5, 1917, 39 Stat. 874), defined “seaman” as “every person signed on the 
ship’s articles and employed in any capacity on board any vessel arriving in the 
United States from any foreign port or place.” Sections 31–36 prescribed various 
duties and prohibitions regarding alien seamen upon the “owner, agent, consignee, 
or master” (hereafter, “master”) of every vessel arriving in the U.S. from any 
foreign port that were in addition to the act’s provisions applicable to all aliens.  
The act went into effect on May 1, 1917, and was amended by an act of December 
26, 1920 (Pub. L. 289, 66th Cong., 3rd sess., 41 Stat. 1082), and by the Immigra-
tion Act of 1924 (Pub. L. 139, 68th Cong., 1st sess., May 26, 1924, 43 Stat. 153). 
The discussion that follows is based on the text of the 1917 act, unless otherwise 
indicated. 
 
Masters of vessels arriving at U.S. ports were required to submit to immigration 
officials a crew list that included each alien crewman’s name, position in ship’s 
crew, when and where he was engaged, whether he was to be paid off at the port 
of arrival, and any other information required by regulations promulgated by the 
Secretary of Labor (or his successors). The 1924 act specified that the master was 
required to detain every alien seaman onboard the vessel until completion of his 
inspection by the immigration officer and medical examiner, or pay a $1,000 
penalty for each alien seaman not detained. 
 
The master was further required to report in writing to immigration officials, “as 
soon as discovered,” the name of every alien who illegally landed from the vessel, 
along with the alien’s description and any other “information likely to lead to his 
apprehension.” Before departure, the master was required to provide lists of aliens 
(1) now employed on the vessel who were not employed at the time of arrival, (2) 
who were paid off or discharged, and (3) who deserted or landed. Failure to provide 
these lists resulted in the master’s liability for a $10 penalty for each alien for 
whom information was not given. 
 
The act also prohibited masters from knowingly bringing any alien seaman to the 
United States with the intent to allow him to land in violation of laws, conventions, 
or treaties, or be fined $5,000 per violation. Alien crewmen prohibited from admis-
sion to the U.S. by law, convention, or treaty, would not be allowed to land except 
temporarily for medical treatment or temporarily pursuant to the Secretary’s regula-
tions. Failure to “detain or deport” an excludable alien onboard ship after receiving 
notice in writing from immigration officials would result in a penalty up to $1,000. 
Section 20(b) of the 1924 act specified that the master’s “failure to detain or 
deport” the alien seaman could be proven by the absence of his name on the vessel’s 
outgoing crew list or by the master’s report of the alien’s desertion. 
 
Masters were not permitted to pay off or discharge alien seamen unless the sea-
men were “duly admitted pursuant to the laws and treaties of the United States,”  
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except that any alien seaman who intended to reship on board any other foreign 
bound vessel was permitted to land temporarily for that purpose after giving 
notice to immigration officials. 
 
Masters of  “any vessel carrying passengers” between foreign and U.S. ports were 
prohibited from employing alien seamen “afflicted with idiocy, imbecility, insanity, 
epilepsy, tuberculosis in any form, or a loathsome or dangerous contagious disease,” 
or to be fined $50 for each afflicted seaman. Immigration officials could order the 
afflicted alien seaman removed to a hospital for treatment, and his master would 
be liable for the expenses occurred. The act of December 26, 1920, “An act to 
provide for the treatment in hospital of diseased alien seamen” (Public Law 289, 
66th Cong., 3rd sess., 41 Stat. 1082), extended the applicability of these provi-
sions to alien seamen arriving on any vessel at U.S. ports, and clarified that, if it 
was not possible “within a reasonable time to effect a cure,” the afflicted alien 
seaman would be returned home on the vessel on which he arrived or by other 
means at the expense of his master. 
 
If the master violated any of these provisions, his vessel was not granted clearance 
to leave port until his liability for payment of the fine was adjudicated, unless the 
master posted bond or deposited a sufficient sum to cover the fine. Likewise, if 
the master was liable to pay for an alien crewman’s medical treatment, his vessel 
was not granted clearance to leave port until payment was made or guaranteed. 
 
Any seaman who landed and remained in the United States contrary to the provi-
sions of the act was deemed to be in the United States unlawfully and—at any 
time within three years after his arrival—could be taken into custody and held for 
a Board of Special Inquiry to examine his qualifications for admission. If found 
not qualified for admission to the U.S., he would be deported. The three-year 
statute of limitations set forth in §34 of the 1917 act applied to seamen who entered 
from May 1, 1917, through June 30, 1924. The U.S. Supreme Court held that §14 
of the 1924 act abolished the three-year statute of limitations for seamen entering 
the United States after June 30, 1924, by specifying that “any alien” who remained 
in the United States “for a longer time than permitted” under the 1924 act or 
related regulations “shall be taken into custody and deported.”1 
 
The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 (Pub. L. 82-414, 82nd Cong., 2nd 
sess., June 27, 1952, 66 Stat. 163), consolidated into one comprehensive statute 
                                                           

1  Section 31 of the 1924 act set the effective date of §14 and certain other sections to 
be July 1, 1924, while the effective date for the remainder of the act was May 26, 1924. 
The applicability of the three-year statute of limitations to alien seamen in specific cases 
was litigated before the U.S. Supreme Court in Philippides v. Day, 283 U.S. 48 (1931), 
and United States ex rel. Stapf v. Corsi, 287 U.S. 129 (1932). 
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the multiple laws that, before its enactment, governed immigration and naturali-
zation in the United States. It continued the immigration policies from earlier 
statutes with significant modifications. Due to increased travel by air, §101(a)(10) 
of the 1952 act used “crewman” and “crewmen” in lieu of “seaman” and “seamen.” 
It defined “crewman” as “a person serving in any capacity on board a vessel or 
aircraft.”  This microfilm publication uses the word crewmen in its title because 
of the continued preference for the term in current (2006) immigration laws 
(codified in 8 United States Code) and regulations (codified in 8 Code of Federal 
Regulations).  
 

RECORDS DESCRIPTION 
 
This microfilm publication reproduces a finding aid to the names of alien seamen 
listed on vessel crew lists who were discharged or who deserted at the Port of New 
York, May 1917–November 1957. It is likely that discharged seamen constitute the 
bulk of the entries. 
 
The records consist of over 100,000 typewritten index cards. Each card provides 
information regarding from one to a dozen seamen. Some seamen were discharged 
from vessels several times. 
 
The cards are arranged alphabetically by surname (if the name is common) or by 
the first three or four letters of the surname (if the name is less common), then 
chronologically by date of discharge or desertion. The chronological arrangement  
is sometimes imperfect. 
 
Surnames grouped by the first three or four letters will not be in strict alphabetical 
order because they were typed onto the card in chronological order. For example, 
the card for seamen whose surnames began with “AVI” who were discharged or 
deserted in 1946–56 includes Avilo, Aviles, Avilla, Avjangelis, and Avin. Occasion-
ally, due to human error, a surname was typed on the wrong card. For example, 
Trygve Magnussen of the Fernmoor, which arrived December 28, 1943, was typed 
on a “MAGO” card instead of on a “MAGN” card. 
 
Some cards have the word “over” at the bottom, which suggests that additional 
names and information may have been typewritten on the reverse side. Unfortunate-
ly, the reverse sides were not filmed, and since the original records no longer exist, 
the information from the reverse sides of these cards is not extant. 
 
For each crewman, the following information is recorded: surname, first name, age, 
vessel on which he served, and date of discharge or desertion. For those who were 
discharged or deserted from 1917 to about 1933, it also indicates the “volume 
number” for the volume in which the seaman will be found in National Archives  
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Microfilm Publication T715, Passenger and Crew Lists of Vessels Arriving at New 
York, New York, 1897–1957 (8,892 rolls). (The INS bound the original passenger 
and crew lists into volumes or books before they were microfilmed.) Researchers 
must consult the T715 roll list to determine which T715 roll has the volume number 
of interest. The crew list is normally filed with the passenger lists for the same 
vessel. Sometimes, however, the crew list for one or more crewmen may be filed in 
a different volume than the passenger list. 
 
For some crewmen, an asterisk next to the crewman’s name alerts researchers to a 
numerical reference such as “55854/370” typewritten at the bottom of the card. (For 
example, Hans Trommestad, Felix Tromp, Karl Tronstad, Wilhelm Trondstad, Loi 
Sau Tsang, Sua Chuen Tsang, and other seamen, all have an asterisk referring to 
that particular number.) The number 55854/370 refers to a very large multiple-
section file, all of which relates to various matters involving alien seamen. That file 
is part of the voluminous INS Central Office “Subject Correspondence and Case 
Files, ca. 1906–1957.”2 Other seamen’s cards may reference this or some other file 
in the “Subject Correspondence and Case Files.” 
 
The records were filmed by the INS in 1958 and transferred to the National 
Archives on 16mm microfilm. Although some of this film may be difficult to 
read, it is impossible to correct the situation since the INS destroyed the original 
records. 
 

RELATED RECORDS 
 
Related crew lists have been reproduced in National Archives Microfilm Publica-
tion T715, Passenger and Crew Lists of Vessels Arriving at New York, New York, 
1897–1957 (8,892 rolls), as discussed above. 
 
Some seamen are mentioned by name in File No. 55854/370 (unfilmed), which is in 
the INS Central Office “Subject Correspondence and Case Files, ca. 1906–1957,” 
described above. 
 
 
 

                                                           
2  As of 2006, the series “Subject Correspondence and Case Files, ca. 1906–1957” is 

also known by the identifier “NARS A-1 Entry 9.” This identifier is subject to change.  
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ROLL LIST 
 
 
ROLL CONTENTS 
 
1 A – Avk 
 Avila 
 
2 Avl – Doc 
 
3 Dod – Hofz 
 Hoffmann/Hoffman 
 
4 Hog – Mago (Dec. 1943) 
 
5 Mago (Dec. 1943) – Pinz 
 
6 Pinto  
 Pio – Tri (July 1929) 
 
7 Tri (July 1929) – Zz 
 


