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The first United States Naturalization Law 
was enacted in 1790. Since then the laws for 
naturalization have frequently undergone 
changes and appeals (list of laws: http://www.
fairus.org/facts/us_laws ). One important thing 
to remember when researching naturalizations, 
is knowing which law was in effect when your 
ancestor applied for citizenship.  The laws could 

change during a person’s naturalization process. 

Following the paper trail of forms can be 
difficult because people moved during the 
process. The naturalization files include all or 
some of the following: Oaths, Declaration of 
Intention, Petition, Certificate Stubs, Arrival 
Certificate, Passenger Inspection Cards, 
Depositions, or forfeited Certificates from other 
States. The naturalization records can be found 
in various courts, such as Superior, District 
or Probate Courts. The jurisdiction over the 
naturalization process has changed over the 
years. From the Immigration Act in 1891 until 
2003, naturalizations have been under: the U.S. 
Treasury Department, the U.S. Department of 
Commerce and Labor, Department of Labor, 
or the Department of Justice. Currently the 
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services is 
found under the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security.

Early naturalization documents are typically very 
simple. They have very minimal information, 
such as name, country of origin, and location of 
residence at the time allegiance was sworn. 

One example of the earliest naturalizations in 
Washington was recorded in what was then the 
Oregon Territory (Lewis County). This volume 
included declarations of many Hudson Bay 



Company employees who lived at the Cowlitz 
Landing (near Toledo, WA) prior to statehood. 
Some of the Canadian fur trappers came to the 
territory as early as 1838.

It is important to investigate the country to 
which the immigrant is renouncing allegiance. 
In this declaration from Mason County in 1892, 
James McKay renounced his allegiance to 
“Victoria, Queen of Great Britain (Nova Scotia)”. 
Note: James McKay was from Nova Scotia 
which is located in Eastern Canada and not the 
mainland of Great Britain. Reigning monarchs 
can give good clues to immigrants’ country of 
origin, and they can fool you, too. 

Name variations can be an issue when searching 
for naturalization records. The names can be 
spelled differently because of language barriers, 

poor spelling, and illegible handwriting on 
previous documents. Some immigrants took the 
opportunity to change their name during the 
naturalization process. 

Some immigrants were on the move during the 
entire naturalization process. Emanuel Jansen 
Horen was born in Denmark in 1887. As a 20 
year old he emigrated through the Port of 

Collection of first naturalizations in Oregon Territory (now 
State of Washington), 1850.

Mason County naturalization.

Naturalization index card with name change as part of 
naturalization.



Galveston, Texas in 1905. Although he resided in 
Oregon, Emanuel applied for his Declaration of 
Intention September 24, 1907 in Cowlitz County, 
WA. 

Certificates of Arrival were issued after the Basic 
Naturalization Act of 1906. With naturalization 
laws and quotas changing constantly, some 
immigrants were force to stop in different 
countries prior to arriving on American soil. 
Not every immigrant arrived by ship. Some 
immigrants came by railroad, plane, automobile, 
or walked across the borders.

The government and other entities published 
books, pamphlets and brochures on 
immigration and naturalization laws over the 
years. These were for new immigrants to study 
and become familiar with naturalization laws.

Here is an example of a naturalization law Act of 
1936 forcing a woman born in the United States 
to become re-naturalized after she married a 

Declaration of Intention for Emanuel Horen, 1907.

Edition of 1953, Supplement 1, Laws Applicable to Immigra-
tion and Nationality.

Arrival Certificate.



foreigner. Through divorce or death of a foreign 
born spouse, women would have be naturalized 
to become an American Citizen even though 
she was born on American soil.

The naturalization certificate are often taken 
from a book and the stub left inside. The final 
naturalization certificate is usually the document 
with the lease amount of biographical 
information.

Declaration of Intention and Petitions after 1929 
include small photos of the immigrant.

The Washington State Archives is rich with 
naturalization documents. The digital archives 
along with the five branches can be used to find 
these wonderful documents. The naturalization 
documents vary in the information they provide 
the researcher. They also vary in appearance. 
Some are very ornate and some are very simple. 
The documents did not become standardized 
until 1906.

For questions about naturalization 
documents, or about the Archives in general, 
email research@sos.wa.gov, or call  
360-586-1492.

Oath of Allegiance for re-naturalization of an American born 
woman married to a foreigner.

Declaration of Intention with photo, 1944.

Book containing certificates of naturalization stub.
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