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INTRODUCTION

Castle Garden as an Immigrant Depot, 1855-1890 (CACL-H-2) is a
study of American immigration history during the second half of

the 19th century.

No official national immigration policy was clearly set forth
during the early days of our country. Policies differed among

the various colonies regarding the selection of the foreign-

born on the basis of religious belief and physical, mental, moral,
and economic suitability. Up to 1819 the immigrants were packed
like cattle into the steerages of their ships without any con-
sideration of how the ships were thus overloaded with human flesh.
On March 2, 1819, Congress passed a law designed to improve
steerage conditions, providing that two passengers at most were to
be allowed for every five tons' capacity. This measure improved
the travelling conditions of the steerage passengers somewhat; never-
theless the conditions during their voyage to the New World con-
tinued to be deplorable. The voyage across the ocean was long

and difficult, and only the robust in body and spirit could survive
this ordeal, which lasted sometimes three months, with the
immigrants left to the mercy of the captains and their sailors.

The difficulties faced by these people during their voyage did

not end upon their arrival in New York. Very often these people

were again fleeced and robbed of whatever of their personal
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possessions had not been stolen on shipboard. Through the

work of the German and Irish Emigrgnt Societies, and despite con-
siderable opposition, on May 5, 1847, the New York State
Legislature created a Board of Commissioners of Emigration, with
the purpose of regulating immigration practices. Although

the new measures improved the immigrants' lot somewhat, they were
not yet sufficient to guarantee the newcomers a decent reception
upon their first hours of arrival here. The real need was for a
permanent immigrant depot, where the new arrivals would be pro-
tected from sharks and runners, and where they would be given
assistance in exchange of money, in purchase of tickets for their
final destination, and attending to other personal needs. This
lack was finally met by the action of the New York State commis-
ioners of Emigration on August 3, 1855, opening Castle Garden as

a landing depot for the immigrants. Between this time and April 18,
1890, Castle Garden functioned as a receiving center for the immi-
grants, guaranteeing them a decent and honest reception upon their
arrival on these shores. In spite of political jobbery, patronage,
and even corruption in the management of New York State's Immigra-
tion Department, Castle Garden was not only a monumental work but
also a great human expression, which can be placed among the shining
achievements of American history during the 19th century because
it performed outstanding service for the immigrants at a time when

the Federal Government was showing but little concern for them.
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The research for this work was done at the National Archives,
the Library of Congress, the New York Public Library and the
New-York Historical Society. Because of a time limit of eight
weeks for this project the writer was constrained to spend
almost as much again of his own time, during evenings and week-
ends, to cover the voluminous body of material on this subject.
Consequently he has limited himself to presenting only the most
important events of the immigration history of the Castle Garden
period, and his work must be judged in the light of this limita-
tion. He has found the subject fascinating and rewarding,
because this was a period of great human deeds. The great German
poet Schiller has left to us the following words of wisdom: ''We
are too prone to find fault; let us look for some of the perfec-
tions," and this admonition was primarily in the author's mind
in writing this report. To his friend and former colleague

Dr. Thomas M. Pitkin he is very grateful for reading this
manuscript.

To Mrs. Maxine Gresham I am grateful for her excellent work in

typing this study.

George J. Svejda
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I. THE BEGINNING OF IMMIGRATION TO AMERICA

History is scarcely anything but a record of human calamity,
occasioned by the successful ambition of individuals and nations who
oppress the weak and tyrannize over the innocent. From time imme-
morial there have been people who have left one country and gone to
another. Each immigrant has had his own Herod, or force that drove
him from his homeland, and each immigrant has had to walk through
the wilderness when the world in which he lived became a desert

for him.

In human life there are certain elements that appear never to have

changed. The Roman proverb Homo hominis lupus - man is the wolf

of man - has circulated throughout the world for two thousand years,

and nobody has yet ventured to assert that man is the sheep of man.

Basically there are three broad reasons for movements of peoples -
religious, political, and economic. Thus the archfather Abraham
emigrated from Mesopotamia into Canaan, Jacob from Canaan into
Egypt, Cadmus from Phoenicia, and Cecrops and Danus from Egypt
into Greece. The celebrated Roman poet Ovid for some mysterious

reason was exiled from Rome in A. D. 8 by the Emperor Augustus.

During the Middle Ages the Normans were anxious to seek out

foreign regions where they could settle.



Religious intolerance drove the Jews and Moors from the
Pyrenees, the Puritans from England, the Huguenots from France,
and the Czech or Moravian Brothers - Fratrum Unitas - from

their homeland.

The great Dante was exiled from his native Florence, without
rights, without home, and even forbidden to participate in civic

activity.

The Enclosure Movement in the Scottish Highlands caused the
destruction of an ancient system; little farms were converted
into great sheep pastures, and the dispossessed drifted to the

cities or emigrated abroad.

Famine and political wrongs have driven a large number of

Irishmen from their country.

As from the suffering of Dante there emerged his Divine Comedy,

so by the work and activities of the immigrants many barren
regions have been turned into fertile and civilized nations.

The New World and particularly the United States has profited
from the European migration, since from the time of its establish-
ment it has attracted the largest flow of immigrants of all the

modern countries.



The history of America is one of great adventures, of wonderful
discoveries, and of heroic deeds. The landing in America of
Columbus in 1492 marked a new epoch in the history of the

world. When the early explorers returned to their home
countries and told of the value of this unknown land and its
untold riches, a mad scramble for possession took place. French,
Portuguese, Spanish and English all sent their daring seafarers
to America to claim a part of it as their own. Each of these
countries carved out its section of the American continent and

established its own customs and government.

The various colonies were settled by people who differed widely

from each other in religion and forms of government. Each group
naturally introduced its own institutions and traditions into

the new land and these have come down through the years as
characteristics of the various sections of the United States. A
glimpse into the lives of these settlers, whose customs and ideas
still influence our lives today, will give valuable insight into

our social history. The colonists settled from Maine to Florida,
and each section was settled by people of widely different status,
who brought their own unique contributions and left their particular

section with the stamp of its original habitation.

Although the Dutch, Spanish and Germans settled many of the colonies,

the English influence was predominant. John Cabot, or Giovanni



Caboto, an Italian sea captain in the service of the King of
England, was the first man to explofe North America in the
name of England. He landed on the eastern coast of North
America in 1497, and explored as far south as Virginia. He
did not start a colony, but he carried tales back to England

which encouraged migration to the New World.

Although the founders of the colonies differed widely from each
other, they also shared many common characteristics, which are
also predominant in the American people as a whole. These

were the Christian people of Europe, who despite their variety of
languages and national characteristics had a basically common

culture and way of life.

The beginning of the '"melting pot' had already appeared at the
Jamestown Colony, where many people of various backgrounds

and ethnic origins settled. Even during the Colonial period,
when the English immigration was predominant and established
America's basically Anglo-Saxon institutions, the non-English
immigration at that time, though numerically small, also con-
tributed to the democratization of these institutions. The
influence of these smaller groups was particularly significant
in the social, economic and cultural development of colonial

America.



Jamestown was followed by many other colonies. The Pilgrims
were the first to settle in Massachusetts. A colony under

Dutch rule was established in New York. New Sweden was founded
on the Delaware River by the Swedes and Finns. Then came the
Scotch-Irish, who settled the frontier of ﬁhe middle colonies.
The Czech immigrant, Augustine HeFfman, serving the Dutch colony
of New York and later the English colony of Maryland, became a
pioneer in colonial trade, and was influential in the affairs of
six of the original colonies; he was the first surveyor and map-
maker of Maryland, first naturalized citizen of Maryland, first
planner of the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal (1680) and Lord of
Bohemia Manor in Cecil County, Maryland. William Penn established

a state for Quakers and other religious dissenters.

After the Thirty Years War (1618-1648) the whole of the European
continent had been left in despair. The treaty of Westphalia, which
finally ended this prolonged conflict, did not bring the desired
peace, and soon afterwards a new menace arose in the person of

Louis XIV, who is said to have once boasted "L' état c'est moi"

(I am the State), and who built an absolutist system on the founda-
tion laid by Richelieu. Ecomomic difficulties and religious
intolerance resulting from Louis' policies were the main causes of

the Palatine immigration to the United States.



In the second half of the 17th century there were eighteen
different languages spoken in the New York colony; in addition
to Dutch they included English, Swedish, Finnish, French,
Portuguese, Spanish, Norwegian, Czech, Danish, Italian, German,
and Polish.1

As the various colonies gained strength and self-reliance,
they outgrew British authority. The spirit of democracy
gradually grew out of this spirit of self-reliance, and it
first found its voice in the Declaration of Independence.

From the American Revolution there emerged a new nation based
on the dignity of man. And in this development the immigrants

shared fully in the struggle.

1. Alexander C. Flick, Ed., History of the State of New York.
Vol. 1. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1933), p. 285.
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II. OFFICIAL NATIONAL AND STATE IMMIGRATION POLICY BETWEEN

1790 AND 1842

During the early days of our country no official national
immigration policy was clearly set forth. Policies differed
among the various colonies regarding the admission of the
foreign-born on the basis of religious belief and physical,
mental, moral and economic suitability.1

It was the general policy to accept immigrants but not to
encourage them. Immigration control was left to the States,

as it had been to the former Colonies (except for occasional

British Government interference).

Although the Congress had acted as early as 1790 in regard to
the naturalization of aliens, nothing had been done in regard

to immigration as such. On March 26, 1790, the Congress passed
as Act to establish a uniform rule of naturalization, by which
an alien white could become a citizen, provided he had resided
within the jurisdiction of the United States for the period of
two years, and provided he submit his application ''to any common

court of record, in any one of the states wherein he shall

1. Marion T. Bennett, American Immigration Policies. A
History. (Washington, D. C: Public Affairs Press, 1963),

pp. 3-6.



have resided for the term of one year at least, and making

proof to the satisfaction of such éourt, that he is a person

of good character, and taking the oath or affirmation prescribed
by law, to support the constitution of the United States,

which oath or affirmation such court shall administer.'" Citizen-
ship was also bestowed on children under the age of twenty-

one of naturalized citizens residing here, as well as on
children of citizens born abroad.2

During the administration of John Adams (1797-1801), changes

in the naturalization law were passed on June 18, 1798. This
Federalist immigration policy was a result of the war scare of
1798 with France, and among other things lengthened the residence
period required for citizenship from five to fourteen years.3
This law was followed by the Alien Act of July 6, 1798, which,
having authorized the President to direct the confinement of
alien enemies, necessarily conferred upon him all the means

for enforcing such orders as he might give in relation to the
execution of these powers.4 With the coming of the Republicans
to power and the inauguration of Thomas Jefferson as President

the situation changed. A new naturalization law was passed on

April 14, 1802, by which the required residence period for

2. U.S., Statutes at Large, |, 103-104.
3. 1bid., pp. 566-569.
4, 1bid., pp. 577-578.



5
naturalization was fixed at five years and the Alien Act was

allowed to expire.

Immigration to this country between 1793 and 1815 was practically
cut off. From its beginning in 1789 the French Revolution

had gradually reduced the European continent to turmoil: as

a result of the Federalist policy which lengthened the resi-
dence period required for citizenship to fourteen years. The
conduct of the War of 1812 by the Republican administration

and the Federalist opposition, which resulted in the Hartford
Convention, cut off immigration virtually completely. The
revival came after 1815. The defeat of Napoleon and the Congress
of Vienna opened the way for a new migration from Europe to

this country, which was the beginning of the greatest movement

of population in human history. The appeal of America for

Europeans was enormous and powerful.

It was only on March 2, 1819, that the Congress approved '"An Act
regulating passenger ships and vessels,'" requiring that the
Secretary of State prepare annual reports to Congress on the
immigrants, describing age, sex, occupation, country of citizen-
ship and intended residence, together with the number of immigrants

who died en route to the country. The original report was to

5. Ibid., Vol. Il, pp. 153-155.



be prepared by the captain or master of any ship or vessel,
who was to deliver it to the Collector of the Customs at
the ship or vessel's port of arrival; then it was to be sent

6

to the Secretary of State, who was to deliver it to Congress.

This practice was established between 1820 and 1870.

Petween 1819 and the 1840s there were no other proposals for
immigration legislation at the national level. There were,
however, State immigration regulations, as for example in the
State of New York, which were in conflict with the Federal
authorities in regard to the collection of revenue from

immigrants and health inspection for them.

On February 11, 1824, the New York State Legislature passed

"An Act concerning passengers in vessels arriving in New York."
One of the provisions of this Act was that the Master of each
vessel arriving at New York was obligated to report, within
twenty-four hours upon his arrival, under certain penalties
prescribed under law, the name, age and last legal residence
of each passenger aboard his vessel. Another section of this
law made it legal for the Mayor of New York City to require a

bond of security from the Master of each vessel, to recompense

6. Ibid., 111, 488-489.
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the Mayor for any expenses which might result from each
passenger not reported by the Master.7 When in August of
1829 the vessel Emily arrived in New York with William Thomp-
son as its Master, the City of New York brought an action
against Mr. Thompson, stating that he had not reported that
one hundred passengers had been brought by him to New York.

As a result the City of New York tried to recover certain
penalties imposed by the Act of 1824. When the defendant
declared that the above Act was unconstitutional because it
tried to assume responsibility to regulate trade and commerce,

the case came before the Supreme Court. When the case, which

is known as Mayor, Aldermen and Commonalty of the City of New

York, Plaintiffs, v. George Miln, reached the Supreme Court

in January of 1837, the Court decided that the New York State
Legislature's Act was not a regulation of commerce but rather

of police, and being so, it was in exercise of a power which
rightfully belonged to the State. Consequently the Act was held
to be constitutional.8

However, the Revised Statutes of New York, adopted in 1830,

imposed for the first time a tax upon immigrants. According to

7. Laws of the State of New-York for 1824. Chapter
XXXVI1, pp. 27-29.

8. Reports of Cases Argued and Adjudged in the Supreme
Court of the United States, January Term 1837. By Richard Peters.
Vol. XI. Third Edition. Edited with notes and references to later
decisions, by Frederick C. Brightly. (New York: Bank & Brothers,
Law Publishers, 1884), pp. 102-160.
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these revised statutes the State of New York, in order to
provide funds for the support of the marine and quarantine
hospital on the eastern shore of Staten Island, ordered that

the Health Commissioner collect from the Master of every vessel
arriving in New York from a foreign port one dollar and fifty
cents for himself and each cabin passenger; one dollar for each
steerage passenger, mate, sailor, or mariner, and twenty-

five cents for each person arriving on coasting vessels. The
money thus collected, after deduction of a commission to the
Health Commissioner of two and one-half per cent for collection,
was to be used for the marine hospital.9

On April 12, 1842, both Houses of the New York State Legislature
passed "An Act for the relief of the county of Kings from the
support of foreign poors.”10

Another State which took similar action was the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts. On April 20, 1837, the Massachusetts Legislature
passed "An Act relating to Alien Passengers' and also established

11
a bonding system, which however did not function well.

9. The Revised Statutes of the State of New-York, adopted
in 1830, Vol. 1, pp. A4h44-L446,

10. Laws of the State of New-York for 1842, Chapter 257,
pp. 316-317.

11. Laws of the Commorwealth of Massachusetts for 1837,
Chapter CCXXXVIIIl, pp. 270-271.
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Sick and aged persons were generally allowed to land, without
the required guarantee, by the officers, one of whom justified
his action by declaring that '"My only plea is humanity.'" And

as early as 1847 a legislative committee found that not a single

12
infringement of this law had been made.

12, Marcus Lee Hansen, The Atlantic Migration 1607- L860.
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), p. 257.
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III. STEERAGE PASSENGERS OF IMMIGRANT VESSELS

From continental Europe the immigrants reached the seaports by
all possible means of continental transportation. Here distance
played an important role; nevertheless Le Havre was the first
port to which the early immigrants from continental Europe,
German, French and others, were attracted.1 Subsequently two
German ports, Bremen and Hamburg, achieved importance for immi-
grant traffic, and by 1842 there were three continental European
ports; Le Havre, Bremen and Hamburg, which were respogsible for
the transportation of the European immigrant traffic. However,
in addition to these three, there was one other port which was
no less important; this was Liverpool. According to the esti-
mates of the British authorities, from 1832 on about nine-tenths
of the immigrants from Liverpool were Irish.3

For the immigrants the trip across the sea to the new land was
very difficult. Up to 1819 they were packed like cattle into the
steerages of their ships without any consideration of how the
ship was overloaded with human flesh. On March 2, 1819,Congress

passed a law to regulate steerage conditions, providing that

two passengers at most were to be allowed for every five tons'

1. Ibid., pp. 185-187.
2. Ibid., pp. 192-195.
3. Ibid., p. 183,
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4
capacity. This improved the travelling conditions of the

steerage passengers somewhat, since the ship was no longer
overloaded with human freight, but nevertheless the conditions
during their voyage to the New World continued to be deplorable.5
This situation in transportation, under which the westward
Atlantic crossing was a great ordeal for the millions of often
impoverished European immigrants, which repeatedly brought them to
face with disaster, lasted approximately up to the middle of

6
the 19th century ., The immigrants were poorly protected. After

L. u. s., Statutes at Large, 111, Chapter 3, Section 2, 488-489.

5. The principal reproduction showing the interior of an immi-
grant ship first appeared in the weekly L'Illustration, Journal
Universal, February 10, 1849, p. 369, with the French caption ''Aménage-
ment intérieur d'un batiment américain frété pour la Californie."

It is presented in Appendix A. To the author's knowledge, this is
actually the first reproduction of any ship interior showing the
appearance of the steerage. This picture was extremely popular and
since its first appearance has been reproduced many times by magazines
and books in various languages and under various titles. For example
Edwin C. Guillet in his book The Great Migration uses this same
picture facing page 100, entitled ""Emigrants at Dinner."

6. The Chicago Czech weekly Katolik, in its issue of October 12,
1962, p. 2, printed an article entitled '"The Czech Pioneers in New
Zealand'" in which was described the grievous voyage, during which
two of their number died and numerous others fell ill, of several
dozen Czech families from the vicinity of Pilsen, Bohemia, who arrived
in the port of Auckland, New Zealand, in June 1863. These immigrants
had intended to come to Nebraska, but in Hamburg they entrusted their
travelling destiny into the hands of an unscrupulous agent by the name
of Kohn, who was receiving bonus money from the English for each newly
arrived immigrant. And so it happened that the Czech immigrants were
sent by this agent, instead of to Nebraska, to New Zealand. The agent
evidently thought that these places were the same, and he was in a
sense, ironically, not too far from the truth. ''Nebraska,'" in a dialect
of the Otoe Indians, means ''flat water,' and the Czech immigrants
finally reached a place in New Zealand which the Maori call Puhoi,
which is ""lazy water."

15



having usually been fleeced at the port of embarkation, they
7
were generally crammed into pitifully small sailing packets

where they were herded like cattle into the steerage, the space
8
between decks, which was known as '"''tween decks'" in the

African slave trade. Indeed, as a rule, immigrants on board
9
ship fared only slightly better at the hands of ruffian crews,

than the Negroes on the slave ships, unattached immigrant women
10
often being forced to protect themselves from drunken seamen.

Through the first half of the 19th century it was considered
commonplace for those making the transatlantic crossing, which
averaged anywhere from about one month to three months depending
on the weather,11 cramped as they were in overcrowded, unventi-
lated, unsanitary and inflammable quarters, to have run the gamut

12. 13
of some of the following experiences: suffocation, starvation,

7. Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted. (Boston: Little, Brown and
Company, 1953), pp. 43-48. By packet one understands originally a
vessel appointed by a Government to carry mails and express in the
quickest way. This category was later extended to include immigrants,
consequently the term 'packet ships.'

8. Robert Greenhalgh Albion, The Rise of New York Port, 18L5-
1860. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1939), p. 341. For a
typical example of the steerage's appearance see Appendices B and C.

9. Edwin C. Guillet, The Great Migration: The Atlantic
Crossing by Sailing-Ship Since 1770. (New York: Thomas Nelson and
Sons, 1937), pp. 86-87; Handlin.op. eit., pp. 51-52.

10. Guillet, op. eit., p. 86; Handlin, op. cit., pp. 51-52.

11. Handlin, op. cit., p. 48.

12. Carl Wittke, We Who Built America. The Saga of the Immigrant.
Revised Edition. (Cleveland: The Press of Western Reserve University
1964), p. 114; Handlin, op. eit., p. 50.

13. Herman Melville, Redburn: His First Voyage. Reprint.
(Garden City: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1957), p. 272; Albion, op. cit.,
pp. 343-3L4k4; Guillet, op. cit., especially p. 72.
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14 15 16 17
thirst, disease and pestilence, fire, shipwreck,
and, of course, the inevitable stormy weather.18 Small wonder
that the sufferings of the transatlantic crossing have been
compared to the horrors of the African slave trade.19 The
slow crossing resulted in the vessel becoming a floating world
in itself, with the miserable immigrants left to the mercy of
the captain and his crew. Despite the tiny size of the vessels,
which were on the average about three hundred tons, there were
often packed into it from four hundred to one thousand wretches.zo
Although these poor people formed themselves into voluntary
organizations based on codes of agreement by which watchmen were
appointed from along themselves to protect the passengers' lives
and scanty property, they were unable on higher issues to resist
the captain and his often ignorant and barely skilled crew.21
With the displacement of the sailing packet by the much faster and
more dependable steamship in the closing years of the first half
of the last century, conditions hitherto governing the transatlantic

22
crossing were considerably improved.

14.Albion, op. cit., pp. 343-34k4; Guillet, op. cit., pp. 74-76;
Wittke, op. eit., p. 115; Handlin, op. eit., p. 50.

15. Guillet, op. cit., pp. 89-96; Melville, op. ecit., pp. 274-279;
Wittke, op. cit., pp. 114-115; Albion, op. cit., p. 345.

16. Handlin, op. cit., p. 49; Albion, op. ecit., p. 345.

17. Handlin, op. cit., p. 48; Albion, op. cit., pp. 345-347.

18. Guillet, op. eit., pp. 81-82.

19. Wittke, op. cit., p. 114; Guillet, op. ctt., pp. 67-68.

20. Handlin, op eit., p. 49.

21. Ibid., pp. 51-52.

22. Albion, op. eit., pp. 348-349; Handlin, op. cit., p. 53.
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IV. EFFORTS OF PRIVATE ORGANIZATIONS TO HELP IMMIGRANTS AND
PUBLIC MEASURES TAKEN FOR THEIR PROTECTION

The attitude of the American public toward immigrants has not
always been friendly. In the period between 1834 and 1860

America saw the movements of '"Nativism'" and anti-Catholicism

arise. The "Nativist'" movement of the 1830s grew out of hostility

to immigration in general and to the Irish in particular.

Early in 1834 the inventor of the telegraph, Samuel F. B. Morse,

published in a weekly newspaper, The New York Observer, under

the name of "Brutus,'" twelve letters in which he discussed the
Austrian ''Leopold Foundation,'" an aid society which was funded

to assist missionary work, and specifically to help poor Catholic
churches in America. Morse had heard about this organization dur-
ing his stay in Europe between 1829-32. His letters had a tre-
mendous effect on the public at large, particularly in New York City,
in view of the fact that Irish immigrant Catholicism was particu-
iarly detested in that city. A year later, in 1835, Morse's

letters were republished in book form under the title Foreign

1
Conspiracy Against the Liberties of the United States  which was

extremely popular until about 1860 and became a Bible of the

Nativist crusade against immigrants and Catholics.

1. Samuel F.B. Morse, Foreign Conspiracy Against the Liberties
of the United States. (New York: Leavitt, Lord & Co., 1835) , passim.
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