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In 1931, as the Great Depression worsened in Southern California, Wladislaw 
Nietupski decided it was time to become a United States citizen.  He had come to 
America eighteen years before, in 1913.  His memory of that day faded over time as he 
worked to build a new life in a new country.  Yet Wladislaw learned that to naturalize 
as an American citizen he would have to name the ship which brought him here and 
the exact date he arrived. 

Wladislaw Nietupski’s case serves as an introduction to the Certificate of Arrival 
requirement imposed on naturalization applicants who arrived in the United States 
after September 26, 1906 June 29, 1906.  But it is not simply a story of early 20th century 
immigrants and the law.  Between an immigrant and his naturalization lay a variety of 
Federal and court officials, honest businessmen, and, as always, a contingent of con-
artists and criminals.  The requirement also explains the creation of a reference book 
known as the Morton Allan Directory, central to this story and widely used by 
genealogical researchers today.  Anyone who frequently refers to post-1906 
naturalization records, as well as those searching for just one ancestor’s citizenship 
papers, is invited to learn from Wladislaw’s story. 

Wladislaw’s uncertainty over the facts of his arrival made him look long and 
hard at an advertisement in one of his Polish language newspapers.  Grzegorz 
Kunaszewski, proprietor of the “Oldest Polish Bureau of Travel” located on East 3rd 
Street in New York City, advertised that information about ship arrivals in the United 
States could be secured for a fee.  Wladislaw decided such help might let him 
overcome his obstacle to citizenship, so he responded to the offer and paid his five 
dollars.  The next February he received an answer claiming Kunaszewski had found 
his ship arrival record.  But this record did not show his arrival aboard the S.S.Victoria, 
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as Wladislaw had recalled, nor in the month he had named.  Because his case was not 
straightforward, Kunaszewski wrote, Wladislaw’s original fee was  

. . . insufficient to cover the expenses of this work and on taking all the 
accounts of this work it is due us about $12.00 more.  It should be known 
to you that the access to this information is difficult . . . 
 On receiving from you that amount we shall send at once exact 
information about everything, and even the way your name was written, 
etc.1 
 

Twelve additional dollars was a high price, but one Wladislaw decided to pay.  He 
wanted to become a citizen, and Kunaszewski promised to deliver accurate 
information about a ship arrival of which it seemed Wladislaw had little or no memory 
at all.2 
 His tale is not unlike many thousands of other immigrants who had difficulty 
meeting the Certificate of Arrival requirement introduced by the Basic Naturalization 
Act of June 29, 1906.  The first step in the naturalization process, which for most was 
filing a Declaration of Intention, asked for the exact port, date, and ship of the 
immigrant’s arrival in the United States.  The Bureau of Immigration and Bureau of 

Naturalization3 then cooperated to verify statements in the declaration against actual 

immigration records housed at ports of entry around the country.  After locating an 
immigrant’s arrival record, the Immigration Bureau certified basic arrival information 
and forwarded a Certificate of Arrival to the Naturalization Bureau or a naturalization 
court.  The Certificate of Arrival requirement only applied to those who arrived on or 
after June 29, 1906.4 
 A significant number of immigrants had no good recollection of when or where 
they arrived in the United States.  Some had come as small children, their parents since 
passed away, and they had no way to determine this information.  Others arrived long 
ago and while they remembered that entry, they did not recall any government official 
meeting them or creating any record.  They were some of the few who entered at places 
prior to their designation as a port of entry after 1906, and before records were kept for 
that place.5  Still others had quite vivid memories of arriving on ships that never sailed 
during their lifetime, or ships that never entered the port named on their applications, 
or were plying far distant waters on the date given. 
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 Immigrants sure of facts of their arrival were often surprised to learn, from the 
local Naturalization Examiner, that their applications had been returned as “unable to 
verify.”  Several circumstances might apply to such a situation:  No ship by that name 
arrived at that port on that date;  A ship list existed for that ship at that port and 
approximate date, but the applicant did not appear on the list (either because a page or 
portion was missing from the list, or the immigrant was mistaken, or the immigrant 
failed to mention they traveled under a different name), or no records existed for that 
port for that date.  In some cases the immigrant was located on the records of the ship 
named, but not as an immigrant.  Rather, he arrived as a member of the crew and had 
not technically been admitted to the US as an immigrant on that voyage.  If the record 
did not show arrival as an immigrant, it could not be certified for naturalization 
purposes.6 
 Wladislaw Nietupski’s application for a Certificate of Arrival came back “unable 
to verify” in early spring 1932.  How could this be, given his earlier effort (and 
expense) to obtain exact arrival information from Kunaszewski?  Los Angeles 
Naturalization Examiner J.W. Butterfield asked the same question.  Butterfield 
returned the application for a second search, explaining that in exchange for seventeen 
dollars, Wladislaw learned he arrived on the SS Finland, which arrived June 17, 1913, at 
New York.  “Unless the applicant has been defrauded,” wrote Butterfield, “it would 
appear that there should be a record of his arrival and that it should have been located 
from the information given in the Form A-2213.”7   
 Unless the applicant had been defrauded.  This phrase from Butterfield’s letter 
refers to a larger issue of concern to and debate between Federal immigration and 
naturalization authorities since World War I or before.  The story of fraud in obtaining 
Certificates of Arrival since 1906, especially during the 1920’s and 1930’s, is long and 
complicated.  One chapter of that story relates to steamship ticket agents’ use of the 
Morton Allan Directory, and consequent changes in government verification procedure 
which led to the initial “unable to verify” in Wladislaw’s case. 
 By the mid- and late 1920’s, the number of people requesting assistance in 
locating ships and arrival dates represented a growing customer base for independent 
steamship ticket (travel) agents in New York and other port cities.  They all advertised, 
as Kunaszewski did, and most asked their customers to complete questionnaires 
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designed to elicit useful information.  One such form contained the following 
questions: 

1) Do you remember when you left your native town or last place of 
 residence? 
2) How many days after you left home did you embark on the big boat 
 which brought you to the United States? 
3) In which harbor did you embark on the boat which brought you to 
 the U.S.? 
4) Do you remember the approximate date when you departed on the 
 boat? 
5) Do you remember which day of the week it was? 
6) Do you remember any holiday around the time when you left home 
 or the harbor on your journey or around your arrival in the  U.S.?  
If so, state when about was that holiday? 
7) How many days were you traveling on the boat? 
8) Do you remember the approximate date of your arrival? (State as 
 near as you can remember) 
9) Do you remember which day of the week it was when you left the 
 boat? 
10) Did you remember the name of the boat? 
11) Do you remember the name of the steamship company? 
12) Did you arrive in NEW YORK or some other harbor? 
13) How many smokestacks had that steamer? 
14) How old were you on your arrival? 
15) Which class did you travel on the boat? 
16) Do you know the name of any co-passengers? 

 
 Armed with answers to some or all of these questions, agents followed a routine 
procedure developed over years of such investigation.  The first step usually began at 
the New York Public Library, where they pored over shipping news in old issues of the 
New York Herald.  Comparing information from the immigrant with all possible ships 
arriving on or near their claimed arrival date, agents were sometimes able to name a 
specific ship with great certainty.  In most cases they replied “this is probably the 
boat,” or offered a number of possible ships that might have carried the immigrant to 
America.  In more difficult cases they sought access to steamship company records by 
“tipping” company record clerks.8 
 In time, at least one of these ticket agents realized he could save time (and 
therefore money) if he did not have to return to the library to research each case.  This 
explains the compilation, by 1926, of a listing of European passenger steamship arrivals 
at the ports of New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore from 1904 to 1926. The 
compiled list was first printed in 1926 as a booklet or pamphlet.  It soon became known 
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to ticket agents and government officials alike simply as “the book.”  In 1930 it was 
expanded and published by the Immigration Information Bureau (a New York 
steamship ticket agency) as the Morton Allan Directory of European  Passenger Steamship 
Arrivals.  This book contained ship arrival dates at the port of New York from 1890 to 
1930, and at Philadelphia, Boston, and Baltimore from 1904-1926.  The directory listed, 
by year and steamship line, the date each vessel arrived in each of the four ports. 

The utility of such a listing had long been known to naturalization officials. 
When an applicant for citizenship could not remember exactly when or aboard what 
vessel they arrived in the United States, examiners often referred to similar lists to help 
spark the immigrant’s memory or to suggest possible ships.  As early as 1914 the Chief 
Naturalization Examiner in St. Louis, Missouri, requisitioned copies of the Department 
of Commerce and Labor publication “List of Steamer Lines Plying between Ports of the 
United States and Foreign Ports” for just such purpose.9  By the 1920’s the Government 
had additional, unpublished lists containing similar information.  Yet the examiners 
used the lists sparingly and seldom provided much information to applicants.  They 
had learned that the mere suggestion of a ship name could thoroughly convince an 
immigrant that he had, in fact, arrived on just that ship. 

Lists and books like the Morton Allan Directory were invaluable in determining 
which ships arrived from where during any given time period.  But J.C. Olmstead, 
Chief of the Certificate of Arrival Division (CAD) on Ellis Island, became convinced the 
book often did more harm than good in an immigrant’s case.  “Before the days of the 
book,” Olmstead explained, “when an alien hit upon the date and ship a careful search 
was made of that ship on the assumption that he must have strong evidence of his 
arrival on that ship.”  The immigrant would not be able to remember the date and 
name of the ship, it was reasoned, if he had not actually traveled on that vessel.  But 
introduction of tools to refresh immigrant memories forced a change in CAD 
procedure.  Too many applications arrived with a specific port, date, and ship upon 
which the applicant could not be found.  In the majority of cases, the applicant had 
purchased the information from a ticket agent.  While the customer believed he had 
purchased a search of steamship company records, he had in most cases been 
overcharged for a lookup in the Morton Allan Directory or some similar list.  “At 
present,” said Olmstead, “when the exact date is given the assumption is that it was 
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given or suggested to the alien from the book and no particular dependence is placed 
upon the statement, unless corroborated by other evidence.”10 
 As a result, verification procedure changed on Ellis Island during the mid-
1920’s.  After, if an immigrant claimed arrival on or around a certain date and from a 
certain port of embarkation, but could not name the ship, verification clerks searched 
every ship arrival near that date from that port.  But if the immigrant claimed a specific 
ship, verification clerks searched only that named ship’s manifest.  Immigrants who 
were generally accurate only as to date, then, were much more likely to have their 
arrival verified.  Those who guessed their arrival on a specific ship, but were not found 
on that one ship, were returned unverified.11   
 This hyper-technical reading of information provided on applications likely 
explains why Wladislaw Nietupski’s application came back as “unable to verify” his 
claimed June 17, 1913, arrival.  Within weeks of Examiner Butterfield’s second request, 
the CAD returned Wladislaw’s coveted Certificate of Arrival showing his entry on the 
SS Finland  on June 18, 1913, under the name “Nictufski.”12  The information provided 
to Wladislaw by Kunaszewski probably came from the Morton Allan Directory, 
containing the arrival date listed in the New York Herald, which is the date the Finland 
arrived in New York Harbor.  This is not necessarily the date its passengers underwent 
immigrant inspection, and the date later used for filing purposes by the government.  
Unfortunately, thousands of immigrants in Wladislaw’s situation probably did not 
have the persistent aid of an examiner like J.W. Butterfield.  Many, upon having their 
application rejected as “unable to verify,” gave up their dreams of becoming US 
citizens. 
 At the same time, there were immigrants who proceeded to naturalization based 
on an incorrect record.  Wladislaw Nietupski’s case occurred at a time when the 
Certificate of Arrival Division’s exacting search procedures were designed to detect 
fraudulent naturalization applications.  Some ticket agents collected fees not just for 
Morton Allan lookups, but to grease the way for access to steamship company records 
or to the official records on Ellis Island itself.  With enough access to enough records of 
the time period desired, one was sure to find a passenger with a similar name, 
approximate age, and other features in common with the agent’s client.  Typical was 
the correspondence of one New York City agent investigated by Federal authorities.  
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They questioned him about a letter to a client named Peter Slavich, a letter which 
partially read as follows: 

The nearest to your name what we found was Peter Selak who arrived on 
the steamer La Provence from Havre on July 5, 1907.  Also a George 
Slavich who arrived on La Bretagne on August 11, 1907.  We would 
advise just to take one of these arrivals, preferably the first.  Just say your 
name was written Slavich or Selak.13 

  
In this way an untold number of immigrants may have obtained Certificates of Arrival 
and become naturalized based on the arrival record of another.  Undetected at the time, 
that fraudulent naturalization record will now lead a researcher to the record of 
someone probably not their ancestor. 
 It is also well to remember that, occasionally, naturalization records were 
forged.  Just prior to Wladislaw’s initiation to the naturalization process, New York 
naturalization officials had finally broken up “the notorious Contonis Brothers 
Agency” which bilked numerous immigrants throughout the country with promises of 
arrival verifications or reentry permits.  One of the brothers was convicted in 1930 for 
conspiracy related to reentry permit fraud, and a Greek police raid on another brother’s 
Athens home discovered “dies for the forging of declarations of intention” and other 
Federal forms.14  Any naturalization record dated after September 26, 1906, but which 
cannot be found among court records should be checked against those of the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS).  If a duplicate of that record is not 
among INS records, it is not a valid naturalization. 
 Finally, some researchers will walk away in disgust from a manifest record 
referenced in their ancestor’s post-1906 naturalization record because the name of the 
passenger is in no way similar to the person naturalized.  Given the verification 
procedures described above, the apparent discrepancy should not always be assumed 
to be an error.  The 1926 case of James Diver is illustrative.  Upon taking his first step 
toward becoming a naturalized US citizen, Diver’s application returned as “unable to 
verify.”  His troubles stemmed from a decision he made a decade before, a decision he 
considered of no consequence at the time.  He had been lucky to purchase his 
steamship ticket not from the steamship line, but from a passenger who decided at the 
last minute not to embark.  Given the rush and change in plans, Diver had no time and 
saw no need to complicate things by notifying the steamship company.  Diver instead 
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traveled under the other man’s name, John Campbell, and once he reached New York 
he forgot the matter.15 
 Given the difference between James Diver’s application and manifest 
information relating to John Campbell, the Immigration Bureau could not issue a 
Certificate of Arrival.16  And Diver’s case was one of many where manifest records 
containing an erroneous name, age, or even sex, prevented immigrants from obtaining 
Certificates of Arrival based on the very record documenting their entry into the 
United States.  In these cases, the most determined immigrants petitioned for a change 
or correction of the official record, so that record might be used to support their 
naturalization.  Records of this activity survive.  Case files at the National Archives 
contain correspondence and evidence submitted by both those who proved their case, 
and those who failed to demonstrate that they and the passenger recorded were one 
and the same person.17 
 
 The Certificate of Arrival requirement imposed in 1906 vastly increased the 
accuracy and reliability of arrival information found on post-1906 naturalization 
documents (namely the Petition for Naturalization).  Prior to 1906, no effort was 
required or undertaken to verify a declarant’s statement as to his date, port, or method 
of immigration, and few immigrants had saved any head tax receipts they might have 
been issued at that time.  Yet even after implementation of the verification requirement 
and development of strict procedures within the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service--procedures so strict they may have prevented the naturalization of some 
qualified immigrants like Wladislaw Nietupski--occasional cases will be found where 
naturalization and immigration records do not correspond. 
 

NOTES 
 
1 Letter, Grzegorz Kunaszewski to Wladyslaw Nietupski, February 3, 1932 [translated 
from Polish by J. Daukszys, Interpreter, Ellis Island].  Washington, D.C., National 
Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 85, Administrative files relating 
to naturalization, 1906-1944 (Entry 26), box 162, file 8/12613. 
 
2 The SS Finland passenger list reveals that Wladislaw Nietupski arrived in the United 
States as a 19 year-old married man, with $9 in his pocket, on his way to join his 
brother Jahuf Natupki in Erie, Pennsylvania.  Few biographical facts were available 
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from correspondence inside the file labeled “Wladislaw Nietupski.”  Washington, D.C., 
National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 85, Administrative files 
relating to naturalization, 1906-1944 (Entry 26), box 162, file 8/12613. 
 
3 These two separate agencies had previously been one, the Bureau of Immigration and 
Naturalization, from 1906 to 1913.  In 1933 they were re-consolidated and since have 
been known as the Immigration and Naturalization Service. 
 
4 For more on that procedure, see AVOTAYNU, vol. XII, no. 1, Spring 1996, p. 10. 
 
5 This was true especially--but not exclusively--of land border entries. 
 
6 Some immigrants who arrived after 1906 but for whom no arrival record could be 
found underwent “registry” or “Nunc Pro Tunc” procedures (usually in New York) 
between 1911 and 1921.  Those records are on 12 reels of microfilm at the National 
Archives in Washington, DC (Record Group 85, Entry 129) and are scheduled for 
publication. More immigrants in the same situation were eligible, after 1929, to 
undergo “Registry proceedings,” i.e., have an arrival record created for naturalization 
purposes. 
 
7 Letter, Naturalization Examiner J.W. Butterfield to District Director of Naturalization, 
Los Angeles Fred Jones, and forwarded to the Commissioner of Naturalization, 
Washington, D.C., June 3, 1932. Washington, D.C., National Archives and Records 
Administration, Record Group 85, Administrative files relating to naturalization, 1906-
1944 (Entry 26), box 162, file 8/12613. 
 
8 Transcript of deposition by Ranier Hlacha, March 24, 1933.  Washington, D.C., 
National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 85, Entry 26, File 
8/12304, p. 5, 14, 17. 
 
9 Letter, St. Louis Chief Examiner M. R. Bevington to Commissioner of Naturalization, 
July 10, 1914.  Bevington related that the list he required was also found in many offices 
of clerks of courts.  The Department of Commerce and Labor’s list was earlier 
published by the Bureau of Statistics, later by the Bureau of Navigation. Washington, 
D.C., National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 85, Administrative 
files relating to naturalization, 1906-1944 (Entry 26), box 1505, file 10088/1011. 
 
10 J.C. Olmstead, Chief, Certificate of Arrival Division, Ellis Island, to Commissioner of 
Naturalization, April 14, 1924.  Washington, D.C., National Archives and Records 
Administration, Record Group 85, Entry 26, file 44/22 part 1. 
 
11  J.C. Olmstead, Chief, Certificate of Arrival Division, Ellis Island, to Commissioner of 
Naturalization, April 14, 1924.  Washington, D.C., National Archives and Records 
Administration, Record Group 85, Entry 26, file 44/22 part 1. 
 
12 Letter, J.W. Jenkins, Acting Chief, Certificate of Arrival Division, to the Commissioner 
of Naturalization, June 30, 1932. Washington, D.C., National Archives and Records 
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Administration, Record Group 85, Administrative files relating to naturalization, 1906-
1944 Entry 26, box 162, file 8/12613. 

13 Transcript of deposition by Ranier Hlacha, March 24, 1933.  Washington, D.C., 
National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 85, Entry 26, File 
8/12304, p. 18. 

14 Immigrant Inspector Thomas J. Conry to New York Commissioner of Immigration, 
Ellis Island, July 31, 1931.  Washington, D.C., National Archives and Records 
Administration, Record Group 85, Entry 26, file 8/7458, p. 4.  Other files connected to 
the Contonis Brothers’ Agency were 23/6099, and 8/8165. 

15 Letters, Representative (OH) Charles Moore to the Commissioner of Naturalization, 
December 5, 1926, and January 13, 1927.  Washington, D.C., National Archives and 
Records Administration, Record Group 85, Entry 26, box 88, file 8/5219. 

16 It is unknown whether James Diver actually traveled under the name John Campbell. 
There were at least two additional problems with Diver’s claimed arrival record.  First, 
according to the passenger list, the 49 year-old, New Zealand-born John M. Campbell 
arrived in New York aboard the SS Philadelphia  on July 25, 1915--one year earlier than 
Diver claimed.  Second, Campbell was among a number of immigrants listed and only 
admitted to the US so they might continue their journey to Canada (admitted as transit 
aliens).  Hence Campbell had not been admitted as an immigrant, and that record 
would not support any naturalization application. 

17 Administrative records relating to naturalization, 1906-1944 (Old Bureau of 
Naturalization Files).  Washington, D.C., National Archives and Records 
Administration, Record group 85, Entry 26, file series 8/ and 23/ (unfortunately, 
NARA has no name index to these files).
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