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Ellis Island
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Ellis Island is the nations’ gateway to the promised land.
There is not another such to be found anywhere.
—Jacob Riis, 1903

F

or immigrants to America, completing the voyage to U.S. shores was
only the first step in their quest for a better life. The next hurdle was to
gain official approval to enter the United States. Most prospective
immigrants passed this test and promptly entered the great and turbulent
stream of America’s industrial age. But some immigrants were refused entry
into the United States, and when the gate was closed to these men and
women, scenes of fury and heartbreak often ensued.

Castle Garden
Many American ports became destinations for European immigrants
during the course of the nineteenth century. But New York City was by far the
nation’s largest seaport. The city had developed major shipping lanes across
the Atlantic Ocean with various European markets, and its factories and retail
businesses required huge numbers of workers. The city also ranked as a central hub of the nation’s fast-growing railroad network. By the 1870s, New
Yorkers could use trains to reach every corner of the country, from the mine
fields of Colorado and stockyards of Chicago to the farms and forests of the
Upper Midwest and Deep South. Even the orchards of California were in
reach. All of these attributes made New York City the leading gateway into
America for European immigrants.
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Wooden engraving showing immigrants being processed at Castle Garden.

For many years, New York City—like all other major American port
cities—did not maintain any sort of immigration depot to check new
arrivals. After all, neither the city nor the state nor the federal government
had passed any immigration laws that needed to be enforced. When a passenger ship arrived in New York’s harbor, the passengers simply disembarked, passed through customs, and then vanished into the bustle and
chaos of the city.
In the early 1850s, however, social reformers convinced city leaders to
open an immigration depot at Castle Garden, a massive stone building located on a small island off the southwest tip of Manhattan. Castle Garden, which
opened in August 1855, was the first immigration landing station in the
country. But it was not primarily intended to inspect the health and background of incoming arrivals. Rather, Castle Garden was designed as a sanctuary. Inside its walls, immigrants could be protected from the thieves, pimps,
and con artists who skulked around the docks, preying on innocent and
trusting newcomers.
In the thirty-five years that Castle Garden was in operation, it registered
over eight million immigrants. Within the facility, these new arrivals were able
to exchange foreign currency for U.S. dollars, purchase tickets on railroads and
44

Chapter Four: Ellis Island

steamboats to other parts of the country, and obtain information on employment and housing options around the city.
As time passed, though, operations at Castle Garden
slowly fell apart. Local boardinghouse operators and factory
owners bribed employees to send immigrants their way,
then took advantage of the immigrants to line their own
pockets. Other employees who secured their jobs through
political connections were lazy or incompetent. Funding for
upkeep of Castle Garden, meanwhile, was completely inadequate, especially as the number of immigrants coming
through the facility steadily rose in the 1870s and 1880s.
One Russian Jew who was processed at Castle Garden in the
early 1880s recalled that overcrowding was so bad that
“there was simply nowhere to sit by day, or any place to lie
down at night—not even on the bare floor.… [The] filth
was unendurable, so many packages, pillows, featherbeds
and foul clothing (often just plain rags) that each immigrant
had dragged with him over the seas and clung to as if they
were precious—all of this provided great opportunity for
vermin, those filthy little beasts, that crawled about freely
and openly over the clutter and made life disagreeable.”1

“There were
many heartbreaking
scenes on Ellis Island,”
recalled New York
Mayor Fiorello
La Guardia.
“I never managed
during the three
years I worked
there to become
callous to the mental
anguish, the
disappointment and
the despair I witnessed
almost daily.”

Federal Authorities Step In
At the same time that corruption and neglect was eating away at Castle
Garden, the American public was expressing growing anxiety about the deluge of immigrants pouring into the United States every year. Some people
believed that the federal government needed to step in and give arriving
immigrants more assistance in getting their bearings. Others believed that the
nation needed to keep out “undesirable” immigrants who, they charged,
posed a threat to workers’ wages, public health and safety, and “American”
political and social ideals.
The calls for federal regulation of immigration, then, were prompted by
wildly different concerns. Together, however, they led Congress to pass the
first significant federal immigration laws in the early 1880s. The most infamous of these laws was the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, a racist piece of legislation that closed the door on most emigrants from China. A few years later,
Treasury Secretary William Windom bluntly informed the State of New York
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Other Immigration Gateways

N

ew York’s Ellis Island absorbed most of the immigration flow from
1870 through 1920, but other port cities scattered across the United
States became important gateways as well. The second-busiest port during
this era was located in Boston. Irish immigrants voyaged to Boston in huge
numbers throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, and they
were joined at the turn of the century by Italians, Greeks, Portuguese,
Russian Jews, and other groups. Other major processing centers in the east
during this era included Baltimore and Philadelphia.
Over on the west coast, the leading processing center for immigrants
was San Francisco’s Angel Island. This facility processed applicants from
Japan, China, the Philippines, and other parts of Asia. Applicants from
China were subjected to the greatest restrictions at Angel Island. Emigrants from other Asian nations were quickly inspected and approved, but
Chinese applicants were often held in detention for weeks or months and
subjected to intense grilling from interviewers. This poor treatment was a
legacy of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, which barred Chinese from
entering the country unless they were merchants, government officials,
students, teachers, visitors, or U.S. citizens.

that Castle Garden would not longer be needed after April 1890, because the
federal government was going to assume control of immigration in New York
and every other U.S. port.
The U.S. government gave serious consideration to putting its New York
immigration facilities on Bedloe’s Island, which was home to the famous Statue of Liberty. But some people opposed turning the site of the Statue of Liberty—which had been formally dedicated only a few years earlier, in 1886—
into an immigration station. They worried that the statue’s appearance and
symbolic value might be tarnished if thousands of immigrants and immigration officials were swarming around its feet every day.
A congressional committee was appointed to study the issue. The committee decided to locate the federal immigration facilities on Ellis Island. This
small piece of land was situated next door to Bedloe’s Island in the southwest
46

Chapter Four: Ellis Island

quadrant of New York Harbor, and it was only a short ferry ride away from
the city docks.

Readying Ellis Island for Service
The island’s namesake was Samuel Ellis, who had owned the island for a
number of years during the late eighteenth century. The federal government
purchased the island from Ellis in 1808 and converted it into a military installation called Fort Gibson. The fort included a munitions storehouse and a barracks for both the army and navy. It was even used to execute convicted pirates.
After the Civil War, though, the U.S. military stopped using the island as a military post. It became a minor, almost forgotten, storehouse for munitions.
The federal decision to house its central immigration processing center
at Ellis Island returned the island to prominence. But readying Ellis Island for
its new purpose was a difficult task. Since the island was too small to handle
the numbers of immigrants that were passing through New York on a daily
basis, officials dumped huge quantities of landfill around the perimeter to
double its size. They also constructed new buildings, built new dock facilities, and dredged a deep channel so larger vessels could reach its shores.
Meanwhile, state officials were so angry over losing their authority over
immigration that they stubbornly refused to let federal authorities use Castle
Garden until Ellis Island was ready. The federal Bureau of Immigration was
forced to operate for nearly two years in temporary facilities on the mainland.
The federal immigration station on Ellis Island finally opened on January 1, 1892. It operated for only five years, though, before a major fire ripped
through the station. This blaze destroyed valuable historical records of Ellis
Island’s first five years of existence, as well as many records from Castle Garden. The fire burned down the wood buildings so swiftly that authorities
decided to use brick in rebuilding the Ellis Island facilities. Besides offices
and examination rooms, these facilities eventually came to include a massive
dining hall, bathhouse and laundry, dormitories, a hospital, and even an electric power plant.

Gateway to America
In the first thirty-two years after Ellis Island opened its doors, the facility
processed about twelve million men, women, and children—about 75 percent of all immigrants who entered the United States during that time. Immi47
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The Statue of Liberty

T

he nation of France presented the
Statue of Liberty to the United States
as a gift and gesture of friendship in the
1880s. France originally intended to turn
the statue over to the United States in
1876 to commemorate the centennial of
the American Declaration of Independence. But construction of the monument ran into difficulties almost from
the outset. The United States had agreed
to provide the pedestal for the statue
using private contributions, but lack of
Head of the Statue of Liberty
funding delayed completion of the
during construction in Paris in the
pedestal for several years. In France,
early 1880s.
meanwhile, sculptor Frederic-Auguste
Bartholdi had to work closely with engineers to make sure that the massive copper sculpture he envisioned would not topple over in bad weather
or because of structural design flaws. Bartholdi also had to make certain
that he would be able to re-assemble the various pieces of the statue after
they were transported to New York.
Eventually, though, the ambitious project came together. In April
1886 the United States announced that it had completed construction of
the pedestal. The statue, which had been completed in July 1884, was
then shipped to its final destination. It made the voyage in more than 350
massive pieces, which were then re-assembled by Bartholdi. The Statue of
Liberty was then formally dedicated on October 28, 1886, in a celebration
attended by thousands of Americans.
Since that time, the Statue of Liberty has become one of America’s
most enduring national symbols of hope and freedom. It is now managed
by the National Park Service, and its operation and upkeep are paid for
with the help of the private Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island Foundation.
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gration officials at Ellis Island rarely rejected applicants for entrance. For
every person who was rejected at Ellis Island, another fifty were allowed to
pass through the station and begin a new life in the United States.
Ellis Island thus became a powerful symbol of the end of the immigrant’s
journey to America—and of the immigrant’s arrival in a land of fabled riches
and opportunities (see “A Long and Difficult Journey,” p. 163). Millions of
people who came to America from 1892 to 1924 held warm and powerful
memories of Ellis Island. Years after arriving on America’s shores, these immigrants keenly remembered the thrill of excitement they felt when they first
entered New York Harbor and spotted Ellis Island and the neighboring Statue
of Liberty. Similarly, the moment when they left Ellis Island and set foot on
America’s mainland—oftentimes while being embraced by joyful loved
ones—remained a treasured memory for millions of immigrants.
But the words “Ellis Island” also conjured up darker memories, for the
hours that immigrants spent at the station between arrival and departure
were ones of fear and anxiety. The tension among immigrants waiting to see if
they would be accepted into America sometimes became almost unbearable.
And immigrants who learned that they had been rejected and would have to
return to Europe were emotionally crushed by the news. “There were many
heartbreaking scenes on Ellis Island,” recalled New York Mayor Fiorello La
Guardia, who as a young man worked as a translator at the station. “I never
managed during the three years I worked there to become callous to the mental anguish, the disappointment and the despair I witnessed almost daily.”2

A Fateful Exam
Not all immigrants to the United States were required to go to Ellis
Island. Once a ship tied up at the city’s docks, its first- and second-class passengers only had to pass a brief shipboard examination conducted by a federal medical officer. They were then free to walk off the ship on to the mainland, pass through customs, and begin their lives in America.
Ellis Island existed for the rest of the immigrants—the brave but poor
Europeans who had reached the United States via tickets in steerage. When
immigrant ships docked at the city harbor, all steerage passengers were
placed on ferries that took them to Ellis Island. They were then ushered into
the station itself to await the exams and interviews that would determine the
future course of their lives.
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An Ellis Island inspector examines the eyes of an immigrant, c. 1913.

The first step in the process was a brief physical examination conducted
by doctors from the U.S. Public Health Service. Immigrants then presented
their medical inspection cards to another doctor, who reviewed and stamped
it. Individuals then entered examination rooms where they underwent much
more extensive physical examinations. Doctors made special efforts to detect
cases of contagious disease such as tuberculosis and favus, a common skin
disease of that era.
The next hurdle for immigrants was an examination for trachoma, a disease of the eye. This highly contagious disease could lead to blindness and
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other eye problems, so authorities were extremely vigilant in looking for trachoma carriers. In some cases, examiners simply used their fingers to pull
back the eyelids of immigrants and check for signs of infection. But many
immigrants were forced to submit to doctors who used hairpins or buttonhooks—a metal instrument usually used to button shoes and gloves—to pull
back their eyelids. Examinations by buttonhook were extremely painful to
endure, however, and many immigrants became upset when their children or
other loved ones were subjected to this treatment.
After immigrants passed through all of the medical exams, they were
interviewed by inspectors who recorded all their answers in massive ledgers.
These ledgers thus became the primary records of the nation’s greatest age of
immigration. Aided by interpreters when necessary, each immigrant answered
basic questions from the inspector about age, gender, marital status, and occupation. But individuals were also asked whether they had relatives already living in America, whether they had ever been imprisoned, whether they had
ever relied on public aid, and how much money they had with them.
Interviewers also asked questions designed to determine whether the
applicant should be turned away on other grounds. Targets for rejection
included applicants with certain religious beliefs (polygamists were barred
from entering after 1891) and people with physical or mental disabilities
(refused entry after 1882). Other interview questions were designed to determine whether the immigrant sitting before the inspector was likely to become
a troublemaker or dependent on public aid if permitted to enter the United
States. In 1891, in fact, Congress passed a law stating that any immigrant who
became reliant on public welfare “within one year after his arrival” was in
violation of U.S. immigration law. Such individuals were subject to immediate
deportation back to their country of origin.
Another type of immigrant whose bid for entry could be rejected was the
“contract” laborer—an individual who already had employment lined up
prior to arrival. Immigrant contract labor was fiercely opposed by native-born
American workers who viewed immigrants as a threat to their jobs, and it had
been outlawed in 1885. Many people, though, noted that this law against
contract labor put immigrants in a difficult position. “One provision of the
Immigration Law excludes any immigrant who has no job and classifies him
as likely to become a public charge, while another provision excludes an
immigrant if he has a job,” wrote La Guardia.
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Common sense suggested that any immigrant who came into
the United States in those days to settle here permanently
surely came here to work. However, under the [1885] law, he
could not have any more than a vague hope of a job. In
answering the inspectors’ questions, immigrants had to be
very careful, because if their expectations were too enthusiastic, they might be held as coming in violation of the contract
labor provision. Yet, if they were too indefinite, if they knew
nobody, had no idea where they were going to get jobs, they
might be excluded as likely to become public charges.3

Additional Obstacles for Women
In addition to all of these hurdles, women immigrants to America faced
additional conditions for entry. Unmarried mothers and their children born
out of wedlock were always turned away. Authorities feared that if these
immigrants were allowed into the United States, they would become dependent on public aid—and that they would pose a risk to public morality. Married women and children without male adult escorts were only permitted to
leave Ellis Island and enter the country unaccompanied by an adult male if
they could prove—through a telegram, railroad tickets, or other means—
that they were sponsored by American citizens or aliens who had previously
established themselves in the country. These sponsors were usually relatives
or fiancés.
Women were subjected to special restrictions for several reasons.
First, both American and European society viewed women as intellectually
inferior and thus in need of additional protection. Women also were shut
out of employment in entire industries, and they were unable to command
the same wages as men in those industries where they could work. As a
result, officials thought that many single women, left on their own, would
be lured into prostitution or become dependent on public aid in order to
survive.
As a result, it was not unusual to see women at Ellis Island waiting forlornly for hours or even days to be “claimed” by a sponsor. And in some
heartbreaking cases, the sponsor never came. Edward Corsi, who served as
commissioner of Ellis Island in the early 1930s, wrote sympathetically about
these unclaimed women:
52

Chapter Four: Ellis Island

A Hungarian woman and her daughters at Ellis Island.

There were times … when all our efforts to locate the immediate relative failed. Sometimes a married woman had come to
join her husband, or a young woman to marry her fiancée, and
the man could not be located. Perhaps he had died, or moved,
or the correspondence hadn’t reached him—who knows? …
There was no way of soothing these heartbroken women who
had traveled thousands and thousands of miles, endured suffering and humiliation, and who had uprooted their lives only
to find their hopes shattered at the end of the long voyage.… If
everything possible had been done, and the missing husband
or fiancée still could not be traced, the poor alien, despite all
her tears, had to be returned to her native country.4
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Dreams Denied
The other immigrants who had their dreams of a new life in America
crushed at Ellis Island were the 2 percent of applicants who were judged to be
unacceptable risks to public health or in violation of U.S. law. Their tales of
woe are the ones that were responsible for giving Ellis Island a reputation as
an “Isle of Tears” among some immigrant families.
Whenever a doctor or other examiner believed that an immigrant was a
candidate for deportation, he marked the immigrant’s garment with a letter or
symbol in chalk. Ellis Island officials used dozens of different letters and symbols to signify suspected cases of trachoma, heart problems, mental illness,
and many other health concerns. Illness was the main reason that immigrants
were detained, but some were also targeted for further investigation because
they had no money or because they were suspected of being contract laborers, convicts, or anarchists.
Aliens who received marks on their clothes were pulled out of line and
taken to special rooms for further examination. These incidents were traumatic for family groups, especially because of language barriers that sometimes left them uncertain as to why they were being separated. Even after
interpreters explained the issue, families spent the next several hours or days
in a terrifying limbo. They were sent to loud, crowded dormitories to anxiously await news about their loved ones. Those aliens singled out for further
investigation, meanwhile, were housed in separate dormitories for men,
women, and children.
Altogether, historians estimate that about 20 percent of all aliens who
arrived at Ellis Island experienced some delay in their processing. The vast
majority of them, however, were eventually approved. For instance, many
children spent a few days in the Ellis Island hospital recovering from various illnesses—many of them contracted during the voyage from Europe—
and then were reunited with their parents. Once all family members had a
clean bill of health, they were allowed to go forth and begin their new lives
in America.
In cases where a child’s application for entrance was denied, though, the
entire family suffered. These rejections were almost always for health reasons,
and they destroyed the dreams of thousands of immigrant families. Since
children could not travel back to Europe by themselves, a child’s failure to get
medical approval from authorities meant that entire families were forced to
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Immigrants awaiting examination at Ellis Island.

return to their homeland. This was a cruel blow to countless families that had
sold most of their worldly possessions just to buy their tickets in steerage.
Social reformers, immigration advocates, and ordinary American citizens argued that many of these scenes of heartbreak at Ellis Island could be
avoided if prospective immigrants received their physical examinations
before leaving Europe. These critics asserted that it made no sense to wait
until the aliens reached U.S. shores before seeing if they were healthy enough
to gain entrance. “Our nation is committing a gross injustice for which some
day it must render an account, in allowing these hundreds of thousands of
people to sell all they have, sever all connections, come four thousand miles
out of the heart of Europe and other countries, only to find after passing the
Statue of Liberty that they must go back to the country whence they came,”
declared Ellis Island Commissioner Frederick A. Wallis in 1921. “Our inspection and examination should be conducted on the other side [in Europe],
thus saving thousands of people the suffering we see at this island daily
which is indescribable and that would melt a heart of granite.”5
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These calls for reform went unanswered for years. But in the late 1910s
and early 1920s, new laws and regulations were finally passed to address this
problem. From that point forward, examinations of prospective immigrants
to America were carried out in European seaports. Scenes of disappointment
still occurred during these exams. But at least those who were rejected were
saved from the heartbreak of being turned away from America within sight of
the Statue of Liberty and the bustling streets of New York.

Managing Ellis Island
During the decades in which Ellis Island served as the primary gateway
to America, the station was managed by a commissioner of immigration. The
first man to hold this title was Colonel John B.Weber, who oversaw the station during its construction and first year of operation. The last man to serve
as commissioner of immigration was Edward J. Shaughnessy, who was at the
helm when Ellis Island closed in 1954. In between, fourteen other men held
the pressure-packed job.
Two of these commissioners stand above the rest in the estimation of historians. Both William Williams and Robert Watchorn served during the early
twentieth century, when the flood of immigrants from Europe reached its greatest heights. “During the peak years of immigration,” observed one account,
“these two men managed America’s chief immigration station and coped with
its complex amalgam of heartbreaking ordeals, overcrowded living conditions,
and dishonest concessionaires.”6 Strangely enough, though, these two talented
administrators had very different perspectives on immigration itself.
William Williams served two separate terms as commissioner, from 1902
to 1905 and again from 1909 to 1913. During his years at the helm, Williams
instituted many policies and procedures that helped increase the efficiency of
the island operations. He also weeded out poor employees and tore up contracts with predatory concessionaires. Time and again, he showed his dedication to making Ellis Island an effective operation that fully and impartially
carried out all U.S. immigration laws.
Williams, though, personally held strong anti-immigration views. He
repeatedly urged Congress to pass laws that would lessen the flow of foreigners into America. In one of his annual reports, for example, Williams wrote
that immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe “have very low standards
of living, possess filthy habits, and are of an ignorance which passes belief.”7
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A Polish immigrant arriving at Ellis Island in 1907.

The strong anti-immigration views voiced by Williams made him a frequent
target of attacks from pro-immigration forces in America, including foreignlanguage newspapers that harshly criticized him for his views.
By contrast, Robert Watchorn was a friend and ally to the immigrant. An
immigrant himself, he served as commissioner during the four years (190557
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An immigrant family gazes at the Statue of Liberty from the grounds of Ellis Island.

58

Chapter Four: Ellis Island

1909) between Williams’s two terms. Like Williams, Watchorn was a skilled
administrator who demanded good work from the employees at Ellis Island.
But Watchorn also did what he could to lessen the anxiety and discomfort of
processing for new arrivals. In addition, he launched investigations of railroads and other businesses that treated immigrants unfairly. Watchorn’s policies made him popular with pro-immigration groups—but extremely unpopular with the Immigration Restriction League and other forces in the United
States that wanted to reduce immigration.
After the mid-1920s, the job of commissioner of immigration for Ellis
Island became a much less important and visible one. During this period,
inspection of migrants was moved from Ellis Island and other processing centers to the points of departure in Europe and elsewhere. In addition, new
immigration laws were passed that dramatically reduced the flow of immigrants into the United States. During World War II, the number of arrivals on
Ellis Island slowed to a trickle, and the island’s facilities were primarily used
as a detention facility for enemy aliens. Conditions did not change much after
the war, and in 1954 the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service decided
to close the facility for good.
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