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Notes and Documents

American Seamen Certificates of Citizenship: 1815

Contributed by Christopher A. Nordmann, Ph.D., CGRS*

merican genealogists are avid users of immigrant passenger lists, both the
ship rolls and the quarterly customs abstracts, from which researchers can identify
places of origin, ages, and—sometimes—occupations and names of relatives. Far
less used are the records of U.S. seamen, the men working the ocean-going vessels
that flew the American stars and bars. Even when an ancestor is known to be a
crewman, researchers often fail to find the personal record they seek, either
because the relevant material has not been indexed or because the search is
restricted by parameters that are irrelevant to this type of resource. A quest for
arriving passengers commonly focuses on the port named by family tradition or
suggested by the geographic region in which the immigrant family settled. However,
seamen saw many ports—a fact that infinitely multiplies the possibilities of finding
germane records.

To stem the seafarer’s age-old “occupational hazard”—the risk of being kid-
napped and forced into the naval service of other countries—the new United
States began almost immediately to pass protective legislation. By an act of 1796,!
Congress decreed that each district collector of customs should issue protection
certificates to any seaman presenting evidence of citizenship (e.g., a passport, an
earlier protection certificate, or an oath sworn before a public official). An 1803 act
instructed all masters of American vessels arriving from or departing on a foreign
voyage to file a list of crewmen with that port’s collector of customs.? Yet another
act (1840) required that owners of the seagoing vessels should file, with this same

*2767A Mary Avenue; Saint Louis, MO 63144. Dr. Nordmann, a Certified Genealogical Record Specialist,
works in Midwestern, Southern, and immigration records. He is the author of “Genealogical Research Methods
and Their Application to African Americans,” in African-American Genealogical Sourcebook (Detroit: Gale
Research Inc., 1995), reviewed in the present issue of NGSQ.

1. Laws of the United States of America from the 4th of March 1789 to the 4th of March 1815, 5 vols. (Washing-
ton: R. C. Weightman, 1815-16), 1: 477—being first five volumes of the series U.S, Statuzes at Large, hereinafter
cited in the manner 1 Stat. 477.

2. 2 Stat. 203.
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official at the port of engagement or discharge, copies of the shipping articles
(contracts) that the officers of their vessels executed with each seaman.’ The
surviving records are housed today in Record Group 36 (Records of the U.S.
Customs Service) at the National Archives.4

The protection certificates, which have been previously introduced in this
journal,’ are extant for random ports, for random years, and in various forms.
Discussing files created in the nineteenth century, the National Archives’s 1982
guide to the use of its material for genealogical research specifically cites nine-
teenth-century registers from Fall River, Massachusetts; New Haven and New
London, Connecticut; and Newport, Rhode Island. It mentions original applica-
tions for Philadelphia, New Haven, and Mobile, Alabama; as well as supporting
documents from New York City and Salem and Beverly, Massachusetts.® Beyond
this, quarterly abstracts from the registers can be found for numerous other ports—
as illustrated by the present list created at New Orleans.

This document also illustrates another point of extreme significance to genea-
logical and biographical researchers: seamen’s records are one resource whose site
of creation can be totally independent from the known place of a given individual’s
residence. The present document was created at New Orleans. Yet only one man of
the one hundred sixty covered by the present document had origins in the Crescent
City. Only five were from the state of Louisiana; and only one other originated in
any state in the Gulf region. Overwhelmingly, these New Orleans—based seamen
certificates were for men born in the Northeastern United States, as the following
table shows.’

NEW ENGLAND MIDDLE ATLANTIC UPPER SOUTH LOWER SOUTH
Connecticut 5  Delaware 4 D.C. 1 Georgia 1
Maine 1 Maryland 19 North Carolina 4 Louisiana 5
Massachusetts 39  New Jersey 4 Virginia 8 South Carolina 4
Rhode Island 4  New York 28 Tennessee 1

Pennsylvania 17
3. 5 Stat. 394.

4. For useful discussions of the available records, see also Guide to Genealogical Research in the National
Archives (Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Service, 1982), chap. 13. For overviews of other
National Archives records relating to American seamen, see Ira Dye, “Seafarers of 1812—A Profile,” Prologue:
Journal of the National Archives 5 (Spring 1973): 3-13; Dye, “Early American Merchant Seafarers,” Proceedings
of the American Philosophical Society 120 (October 1976): 331-60; Dye, “The Philadelphia Seamen's Protection
Certificate Applications,” Prologue 18 (Spring 1986): 46-54; John VanDereedt, “Maritime Records in the
National Archives,” NGS Quarterly 76 (March 1988): 52-66; and Craig Roberts Scott, “Naval Records Research
in the National Archives,” NGS Quarterly 79 (September 1991): 207-17.

5. Ruth Dixon, “Seamen’s Protection Certificate Records for Genealogical Research,” NGS Quarterly 78
(September 1990): 204-12.

6. Guide to Genealogical Research in the National Archives, 189-94.

7. Also: naturalized citizens: 14; unknown U.S. birth: 1.
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Sicw1ing :

Even a cursory scanning of a register such as this makes clear one other point of

genealogical import. Employment on the high seas was perhaps the closest equiva-

: lent to “equal employment opportunities” that existed in nineteenth-century

America. The following list includes five males labeled black and mulatto, whose

. Negro heritage is further suggested by (or perhaps its determining factor was then)

L : the description of hair texture rather than color. The numerous others whose skin is

; labeled dark or brown or yellow may well be partly of African American or Native

American descent as well. Population statistics of this era reveal that roughly 3

percent of the American population was free and nonwhite®—the same representa-
tion found within the seagoing labor force covered by this list.

The document herein transcribed is labeled “Abstract of Certificates of Citizen-
— ship issued to American Seamen for the second quarter of the year 1815.” It is one
— of a number of such lists boxed as “Abstracts of American Seamen for the District
o of Mississippi,” in RG 36 of the National Archives.

" i 8. Statistics from the U.S. census of 1810 are used for this calculation, as reported in Historical Staristics of
the United States, 1789 to 1945 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1949), 25. For the black-seaman
experience, also see Debra L. Newman, Black History: A Guide to Civilian Records in the National Archives
(Washington: National Archives Trust Fund Board, 1984).
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