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Session Overview 

Passport Records: 
Passport Applications at NARA, 1790s–1925 

Passports are documents that prove a person’s identity and citizenship and 
have been required for most foreign travel since 1941. This lecture will 
discuss the genealogical value of U.S. passport applications and related 
records, 1795–1925, that are held by the National Archives and Records 
Administration, and will focus on records that are available online. 
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Overview 

Passport Records April 1925–present 
at Department of State 



Overview 

Record Group 59 
General Records of the 

Department of State 

National Archives at College Park, MD 
8601 Adelphi Road 

College Park, MD 20740 

Questions? 
archives2reference@nara.gov 

inquire@nara.gov 
historyhub.history.gov 

Passport Records, before April 1925   
Other State Department Records, 1790s–1989 



Online Information 



Online Information 

Free online at Hathitrust.org – 
see link in handout 

Department of State, 1976 

Free online – 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:osobl/97801 
99927579.001.0001 

Craig Robertson, Oxford Univ. Press, 2012 



Online Information 

Digital images of many passport records are online 

Indexes to the applications 
● Name 
● Date of application 
● Application number 

Passport applications 
● Multiple record series 
● For different time periods 
● For different types of applicants 

Consult handout for online locations 



Why Search for U.S. Passport Applications? 

Americans traveling overseas included 
● Businessmen 
● Tourists 
● Naturalized U.S. citizens going home to visit relatives 

Statistics of passports issued 
● 1810–1873: 130,360 
● 1877–1909: 369,844 
● 1912–1925: 1,184,085 
● Fiscal Year 2023: 24,000,000 



Who Applied for U.S. Passports? 

Who applied? 

● 95% men (mid-19th century) 
● Passports included wife and children (if requested if family traveling 

together) 
○ Wife’s name may be omitted 
○ Children’s names and ages are usually included 

● 40% women (by 1923) 



Who Applied for U.S. Passports? 
Multiple applications by the same person due to length of passport validity 

1790s–1845 Duration of journey 

1845–August 1873    Duration of journey (or up to 1 year) 
Renew annually at a U.S. consulate if still abroad 

September 1873–January 11, 1915   2 years 

January 12, 1915–June 3, 1920   6 months 

June 4–11, 1920 2 years 

June 12, 1920–1925 1 year 

1925–September 13, 1959   2 years 

September 14, 1959–August 25, 1968   3 years (2 year renewal option) 

August 26, 1968–after 1976? 5 years 

After 1976?–present   10 years (5 years if under 16 years old) 



Reasons for not Applying for a U.S. Passport 

General Rule:  Until 1941, U.S. Citizens were not required to have a passport 

Exceptions: 
● Required from August 19, 1861, to March 17, 1862 
● Recommended by President’s Executive Order 2285 of December 15, 1915 
● Required from May 22, 1918, until formal termination of World War I by treaty 

in 1921 

Required since June 21, 1941 (55 Statutes at Large 252) 



Reasons for not Applying for a U.S. Passport 

General Rule: Resident aliens were not eligible for a U.S. passport 

Exception: Aliens who had declared their intent to become a 
naturalized U.S. citizen could obtain a passport: 

● March 3, 1863–May 30, 1866 
● March 2, 1907–June 4, 1920 



Types of U.S. Passports 

● Regular 

● Emergency 

● Special 

● Insular 



Regular Passport Applications 

● 1795–March 1925 in NARA custody 
● Earliest applications were handwritten letters 
● Most are for people currently in the United States 
● Some are for people who are already overseas and request submitted to 

Department of State or consular official abroad 
● By the 1860s most were submitted on printed forms 
● No charge until July 1, 1862, when a $3 fee was instituted 



Regular Passport Applications 

Information Content 

● Exact date of birth (usually) 
● Place of birth (usually specific) 
● Physical description (age; height; color of eyes, hair, complexion; etc.) 
● Occupation 
● Foreign destination and reason for travel 
● Naturalization (court and date of naturalization; maybe ship and date of arrival) 
● Photographs (since December 21, 1914) 



Regular Passport Applications 

Some of the earliest applications were made 
overseas… 

David Bacon, Nicholas Waln, Alex Wilson, citizens of 
Philadelphia & members of the religious society of the 
people called Quakers, who have been in Europe…. Being 
about to return in the ship William Penn, James Josiah, 
master, expected to sail immediately but being informed 
that it would be necessary to have pasports [sic] from the 
American Minister, called at his house this morning…. 

They will take it kind, if he would direct what is 
necessary to be done. 

A friend of theirs will call on him tomorrow about one 
o’clock for his instructions. 

Volume 1A, 1795–99, National Archives Identifier:   235196846 (1796) 



Regular Passport Applications 

James Couper Jr. 
New Castle, DE, 
January 19, 1835, 
writes to James 
Eakin asking him to 
obtain passports 
for Samuel M. 
Couper, age 30, 
and John E. 
Couper, age 25, 
who went to St. 
Croix without first 
getting a passport. 

Volume 6, January 7– 
April 30, 1835, images 
21–22,   National 
Archives Identifier: 
235199625 



Regular Passport Applications 

Some notaries public created their own form to save themselves 
time… 

I, John Gill, Notary Public, ... State Maryland, … do Certify, Attest and 
Make Known, That … personally appeared William Herrmann, An American 
Citizen 
Age 28 Years Mouth rather large 
Stature 5 Feet 8 Inches Chin common – rather prominent 
Forehead rather high Hair dark, nearly black 
Eyes black Complexion rather dark 
Nose common Face long 
… he is a native Citizen…. Born in Baltimore, state of Maryland. At the same 
time appeared John Herrman of Baltimore who says he has been acquainted 
with the above named William Herrman since he was an infant and knows he 
was born in Baltimore aforesaid, as he hath sworn, and is his son. 

March 10, 1835, Vol. 6, January 7–April 30, 1835, 
National Archives Identifier: 235199625, image 133 



Regular Passport Applications 

Abraham P. Grant, born in New York State, 
5 April 1804, “with my daughters Mary B., 
Josephine L., and Elizabeth P. Grant all 
native citizens of the United States….” 

Age 64 Small mouth 
5 ft. 9 inches Oval chin 
High forehead Brown [?] hair 
Blue eyes Florid complexion 
Prominent nose Oval face 

With Oath of Allegiance, both executed in 
the District of Columbia, March 8, 1869   

Vol. 343, March 6–31, 1869, 
National Archives Identifier: 235403142, 
images 17–18 



Regular Passport Applications 
Abraham P. Grant, born in New York State, 5 April 1804, “with my daughters Mary B., Josephine L., and Elizabeth P. Grant all 
native citizens of the United States….”   Vol. 343, March 6–31, 1869, National Archives Identifier: 235403142, images 19–21 



Regular Passport Applications 
Mathias Mazanec, born at Rybakovic, Bohemia 
July 13, 1876, No. 50445, from Vol. 469, July 1–31, 1876, National Archives Identifier: 
235489732, image 263 



Regular Passport Applications 
Anton Wilhelm, born at Copenhagen   
February 1, 1892 - No. 34975 - Vol. 731, February 1–29, 1892, 
National Archives Identifier: 235663680, image 20 



Regular Passport Applications 

Milton R. Wood, born at Martinsburgh, NY 
February 1, 1892 - No. 34975 - Vol. 731, February 1–29, 1892, 
National Archives Identifier: 235663680, image 26 



Regular Passport Applications 

William Victor Prechtel 
Passport Application 

Pages 1 and 2 

Identifying information; countries he 
intended to visit; purpose in going 
abroad 

From Passport Applications, January 
6, 1906–March 31, 1925 (National 
Archives Identifier: 583830). Images 
online at Ancestry.com and 
FamilySearch.org. 

Enlarged Photo 



Regular Passport Applications 

William Victor Prechtel 
Passport Application 

Pages 3 and 4 

Letter from Congressman 

Letter from American Field Service 

From Passport Applications, January 
6, 1906–March 31, 1925 (National 
Archives Identifier: 583830). Images 
online at Ancestry.com and 
FamilySearch.org. 



Emergency Passport Applications 

● Emergency passports were by U.S. diplomatic and consular officers abroad   

● “For emergency purposes” 

● Valid for six months 

● Issued from 1874 until July 3, 1926 (44 Statutes at Large 887) 

● Similar in content to regular passport applications 



Emergency Passport Applications 
Mrs. Cornelia A. Nout 
Emergency Passport Applications, 1906–1925, Holland, Volume 
3, Application No. 799, July 29, 1920, National Archives Identifier: 
207838047 



Emergency Passport Applications 

Mrs. Cornelia A. Nout 
Emergency Passport Applications, 1906–1925, Holland, 
Volume 3, Application No. 799, July 29, 1920, National 
Archives Identifier: 207838047 



In Case You Were Wondering about John Nout… 

John Nout 
Passport Applications, 1906–March 31, 1925, Roll 1099, 
Application No. 182,501, March 10, 1920, images from 
FamilySearch (M1490) 

Wife applied for another 
passport in 1924 



In Case You Were Wondering about Cornelia… 
Cora Nout 
Passport Applications, 1906–March 31, 
1925, Roll 2433, Application No. 374,322, 
February 28, 1924, images from 
FamilySearch (M1490) 



Special Passport Applications 

Special passports were issued to 

● U.S. foreign service personnel 

● Military attachés 

● Other government officials travelling on official business 

● Dependent family members of the above 

Called “Passeport Diplomatique” since World War I 



Special Passport Applications 

Walter Hough 
Head Curator of Anthropology, Smithsonian 
Institution, planning to visit Brazil as a 
representative of the Smithsonian to speak at the 
International Congress of Americanists (1922) 

Born Morgantown, WV, April 23, 1859 

His father, Lacurgis [sic] Hough, born at Leesburg, 
VA 

Volume 21, No. 799, Serial 799, July 18, 1922, 
National Archives Identifier: 143700093, images 
1347–1353 



Special Passport Applications 

Walter Hough 
Head Curator of Anthropology, Smithsonian 
Institution, going to Brazil as a representative of 
the Smithsonian to speak at the International 
Congress of Americanists (1922) 

Accompanying 
correspondence 

Volume 21, No. 799, 
Serial 799, July 18, 
1922, National 
Archives Identifier: 
143700093, images 
1347–1353 

Passport 
application image 
(seen on previous 
slide) 



Insular Possessions Passport Applications 

● Insular possessions are geographic areas not part of the United States over 

which the United States exercises sovereign control 

● Applications filed by persons currently within the United States, 1901–1911 

● Applications filed at passport offices insular locations, 1907–1925 

○ Hawaii 

○ Philippines 

○ Puerto Rico 

● Content similar to regular U.S. passport applications 



Insular Possessions Passport Applications 

Louis F. Milanta 
January 13, 1908 

Insular Passport Applications, 
1901–1911 (National Archives 
Identifier: 103406618, image 
113) 

Filed by insular residents 
currently in the United States 



Insular Possessions Passport Applications 

Louis F. Milanta 
January 13, 1908 

Insular Passport Applications, 
1901–1911 (National Archives 
Identifier: 103406618, image 
113) 

Filed by insular residents 
currently in the United States 



Insular Possessions Passport Applications 

Rafael Viola 
Born March 27, 1893, San Miguel, 
Philippines 

His father, Maximo Viola, born San 
Miguel, Philippines 

Insular Passport Applications for 
Residents of Puerto Rico and the 
Philippines, Volume 3, No. 161, 
November 13, 1920 (National 
Archives Identifier: 143884867, 
images 905–906) 



Unusual Passport Records 

Passports Surrendered to 
U.S. Customs Officials, 1917 
(National Archives Identifier: 
169048088) 

Men returning from a 
construction project in France, 
273 images 

Thomas McAlonan (L) 

Harry E. McClure (R) 



Other Passport Records 

● Passport Correspondence, various dates 

● Applications for Extension or Amendment, 1918–1925 

● Passport Applications for Travel to China, 1915–1925 

● Applications for Certificates of Identity for U.S. Citizens Living in Germany, 1920– 

1921 

● Passport Applications of Wives of Members of American Expeditionary Forces in 

Europe, 1919–1920 

See handout for details. 



Passport Records, April 1925–Present 
Are in the custody of the Department of State… 

However…Request from NARA (archives2reference@nara.gov) a search of the State Department Name Index to the 
Central Decimal File, 1910–January 1963. Provide the following information: 
● Please search of the State Department Name Index to the Central Decimal File (RG 59) for 

○ Name of person 
○ Approximate year and place of birth 
○ Approximate years when a passport might have been issued 
○ Your contact information 

Why specify State Department Name Index to the Central Decimal File? NARA has billions of records and we can’t 
read your mind as to what you are writing us about unless you tell us. 

Why specify a date span when a passport might have been issued? The index is in segments: 1910–1929, 1930– 
1939, 1940–1949, 1950–1959, and 1960–January 1963. The reference staff wants to know what segment(s) to search. 

Archives 2 Reference will tell you if they find an index card and if the related records are at NARA or the State 
Department. 

If the record is at the State Department, you will then file a Freedom of Information Act request with the State 
Department. 



Other Records Beyond the Scope of this Lecture 
https://www.archives.gov/research/foreign-policy/state-dept/rg-59-central-files 



Other Records Beyond the Scope of this Lecture 
https://www.archives.gov/research/foreign-policy/state-dept/rg-84/records.html 



Thank You! 
www.archives.gov 



After the Broadcast 

Email questions to inquire@nara.gov 

Video recordings of lectures and downloadable handouts 
will remain online at 

www.archives.gov/calendar/genealogy-series/2024 



Know Your Records

Educational resources on how to access and conduct research using U.S. federal 
government records at the National Archives and Records Administration. 

www.archives.gov/calendar/know-your-records 
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