
Research Director Elli Heikkilä and Genealogist Elisabeth Uschanov

Institute of Migration, Finland

FinnFest 2011, August 10-14, 2011, San Diego, California, USA 

1

The Dynamics of the Finnish Migration to 

America and the Development of 

Emigration Databases



• Finland has traditionally been a country of 

emigration, but nowadays the country has 

positive international migration balance. During 

the past one hundred years over 1 million 

people have moved to other countries. 

Depending on the time and country, 20-40 % of 

the emigrants returned to Finland. Without any 

emigration there would be 6-7 million inhabitants 

in Finland (now 5.3 million).



Emigration from Finland 1860-2001 and Finns 

abroad 2001



The Extent of Finnish Migration to America

• The first Finns and Swedes came to America in the 1600s when Finland 

was still a province of the Swedish Empire. The first Swedish expedition 

landed at the mouth of the Delaware River in 1638, in 1640 a few Finns 

arrived. About 500-600 Finns moved to New Sweden, Delaware's Swedish 

colony. Some came from the Finnish forest areas of Sweden and some 

came from Vaasa and Korsholm in Ostrobothnia. In the beginning of the 

19th century a few hundred moved to Alaska.

• European emigration to America has been divided, mainly on the basis of 

the emigrants' land of departure and of the timing of the emigration, into old 

and new. Finland is usually considered to be one of the new immigration 

countries. This new immigration didn't occur in force until the end of the 19th

century.

• Emigration from Norway started already in the 1820s, Sweden got along 

strongly in the 1840s and Finland 20-30 years after Sweden (Kero 1996: 

55). 



• The lure of migration to America spread to Finland partly from 

northern Norway, partly from Sweden, and partly by means of 

Finnish sailors who had begun migrating to California at the time of 

the Gold Rush or shortly thereafter.

• During the period of 1870-1929 around 350 000 persons emigrated 

to the countries across the sea and the largest emigration was 

during the period 1899-1913 with over 20 000 emigrants during the 

peak years. Emigration decreased after 1923, when authorities 

started to regulate immigration. About 38 million people emigrated 

from Europe to the United States during the years 1821-1929 (Kero

1974: 16; Kero 1996: 54-56).



Transatlantic emigration from Finland 1870-1945



• The emigration to North America has been 

characterized as an Ostrobothnian phenomenon 

– e.g. during the period 1870-1914 52 per cent 

of the emigrants came from Vaasa province and 

a third from Southern Ostrobothnia. Other 

remarkable provinces have been Oulu (15.8 %), 

Turku-Pori (14.5 %) and Viipuri (5 %) (Kero

1996: 56, 58). 



The volume of emigration from Finland by municipality, 

1870-1914 (‰) (Kero 1974: 51)



The Journey from Finland to America 

• Two-thirds of the emigrants had to borrow ticket money from Finland 

or from someone who had emigrated before them. If they couldn't 

scrape up the money, they couldn't emigrate. 

• Once they had the money, it was necessary to get a passport. They 

needed a church-issued birth certificate and a certificate of non-

objection from the police authority. 

• After 1903 men of conscription age had to submit proof of military 

service. When they had the required documents they went to the 

port of departure. 

• Some steamship companies checked the health of the passengers 

because the United States refused to admit sick immigrants, and the 

ship companies had to return them to their home country at no 

charge. Four percent were rejected at point of departure. 





• The travel route changed substantially at the end of the 

1880s when the German shipbrokers Norddeutscher

Loyd and HAPAG started transportation from Hanko, the 

southernmost harbor in Finland, to Stockholm, 

Copenhagen and Lübeck and further to Hull in England. 

In the autumn of 1891 the Finnish Steamship Company 

started regular traffic between Hanko and Hull. 

• One of the most long-lived passenger steamers at the 

Hanko-Copenhagen-Hull route was the Arcturus.

• Totally the journey from Finland to North America usually 

lasted an average of two weeks.



The Arcturus passenger steamer



• In England, the Finns arrived in Hull and continued by train to Liverpool, Southampton 

or Glasgow. They continued their journey with ocean liners to North America, arriving 

in New York, Boston, Baltimore, Philadelphia or Portland. In Canada the arrival ports 

were Halifax, Quebeck, Montreal and St. John.

• They settled in the states of New York and Massachusetts, and in the Midwest near 

the Great Lakes states of Michigan and Minnesota. In Canada, they followed the 

same pattern as in the United States: close to the border between the two countries 

and from east to west

• Usually people from the large emigration areas in Finland tried to settle together in 

the same areas in the United States

• For example, migrants from Ilmajoki, Nurmo and Jurva settled in Worcester 

(Massachusetts), from Isokyrö in Ashtabula (Ohio), and from Evijärvi in Crystal Falls 

(Minnesota).

• The Finnish great emigration (1870-1929) affected especially young uneducated 

men, who went across the sea to earn their living

• The majority of them went to North America to earn money for a house or farm and 

then planned to return to Finland



The location of the first and second generation Finns in the United States and 

Canada during the early 1900s.



Finnish Emigration Database

• The Emigrant Register of the Institute of Migration in Finland was 

established in 1989 as a service for genealogists and the descendants 

of the Finnish emigrants. The foundation of a computerized register 

was a part of the Delaware 350 Anniversary, to commemorate the 

beginning of the Finnish emigration to North America. 

• The databases of the main sources of information are: official 

passport registers, passenger lists of the Finland Steamship Company 

and references to books and newspapers.

• There are nowadays stored 318 000 data records from the passenger 

list, 229 000 data records from passport list and 19 000 literature and 

newspaper references





Passenger Lists of the Finland Steamship Company 

• The lists are available from 1892-1896, 1899-1914 and 

1920-1939, 1940-1960

• Passenger lists mainly contain the following types of 

information: name of the passenger, gender and age of 

the passenger, date of departure from Finland, name of 

the ship leaving Finland, ticket price, Ocean Liner 

Company, destination in North America and 

companions. The port of call in England and port of 

arrival in America is also listed

• Birth dates and domicile were not recorded





Passenger data record of Miina Laukkanen

in the Emigrant Register





Passport Lists

• According to a regulation from 1862, all Finns needed a passport to travel 

abroad. Passports were issued by county government boards, borough 

administrators in towns, sheriff of the Åland Islands, sheriff of Lapland and 

the Finnish passport bureau in St. Petersburg. 

• Since 1888 the same passport could be used for unlimited travel

• The most accurate lists include the name of the person who received the 

passport, occupation, civil status, religion, date of birth, home district, date 

of passport issue, period of validity, destination and price of the passport 

and also dependent family members left behind

• The most important passport information for the genealogist is the home 

parish. It is not necessary the same as place of birth, but it helps to find the 

home parish of the family in Finland. Passports also give the original name 

of the emigrant; especially difficult Finnish last names were often changed 

abroad



Passport data record of Miina Laukkanen in the Emigrant Register. 

According to the remarks she left in Finland 2 children







The inquiries to the emigrant register in 2010 

according to country



Thank you!

More information:

www.migrationinstitute.fi
Elli Heikkilä elli.heikkila@utu.fi

Elisabeth Uschanov elisabeth.uschanov@utu.fi
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