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Purpose

The purpose of Castle Clinton 
national MonuMent is to preserve 

and interpret an outstanding 
landmark of the growth of the United 

States that represents more than 
200 years of continuous, adaptative 

use illustrating important aspects 
of American military, social, and 

immigration history.

Significance

Significance statements express why Castle Clinton National 
Monument resources and values are important enough 
to merit national park unit designation. Statements of 
significance describe why an area is important within a 
global, national, regional, and systemwide context. These 
statements are linked to the purpose of the park unit, and 
are supported by data, research, and consensus. Significance 
statements describe the distinctive nature of the park and 
inform management decisions, focusing efforts on preserving 
and protecting the most important resources and values of 
the park unit.

• The site of Castle Clinton is one of New York City’s last 
surviving links to its early Federal past and reflects a 
continuum of uses shaped by the growth of New York City 
and the changing societal priorities of the nation.

• The site of Castle Clinton represents the nation’s changing 
attitude toward preservation during the 19th and 20th 
centuries. The site has undergone four transformations, 
each time balancing preservation with the national and 
popular needs at that particular time. From its original use 
as a military fortification (1808–1823), to entertainment and 
reception center (1823–1854), immigration depot (1855–
1890), and finally the New York Aquarium (1896–1941), the 
site now stands as a monument to our national growth.

• For nearly 200 years after the first European settlement, 
the southern tip of Manhattan Island, long known as The 
Battery, was an important defensive position for New York 
City. Castle Clinton represents the last in a series of harbor 
defense sites that, starting with the 1626 Dutch settlement, 
guarded Manhattan Island at The Battery.

• From 1855 to 1890, Castle Garden was the principal 
immigration station for the United States, receiving almost 
8 million immigrants. The immigration station, a precursor 
to federal stations, was one of the earliest locations for 
providing information to immigrants on the basics of living 
in the United States.



Fundamental Resources and Values

Fundamental resources and values are those features, systems, 
processes, experiences, stories, scenes, sounds, smells, or 
other attributes determined to merit primary consideration 
during planning and management processes because they are 
essential to achieving the purpose of the park and maintaining 
its significance.

• The Site of Castle Clinton. The original Castle Clinton 
fortress was constructed as an island approximately 200 
feet off the tip of Manhattan. The island was joined to 
Manhattan with landfill in 1848 becoming part of what is 
now Battery Park. Alterations to the structure throughout 
the 19th and 20th centuries modified the original structure’s 
materials, interior layout, and surrounding landscape. The 
current structure is the result of restoration work completed 
by the National Park Service in 1975, which returned 
the structure to its original fortress appearance. The only 
elements remaining of the original structure are select 
pieces of the foundation and sandstone walls.

• Collections. Collections related to Castle Clinton are 
primarily archival in nature and document various periods 
of the site’s use. The collection includes lithographs, prints, 
clippings, sheet music, postcards, programs, invitations, 
photographs and lantern slides, textiles, books, and 
official documents.

• Connections to New York Harbor. The location of 
Castle Clinton at the tip of Manhattan provides a number 
of important connections for visitors and residents of New 
York City. Protection of public spaces and access to New 
York Harbor are valued elements of the park. Views of 
the harbor, including views of the Statue of Liberty, Ellis 
Island, and Governor’s Island all contribute to the visitor 
experience and understanding of the importance of the 
site. The view of Castle Williams on Governor’s Island 
illustrates the interdependence of the various harbor 
fortifications of the early 19th century. Nearby Ellis Island 
illustrates the vast expansion of immigrant processing by 
the end of the 19th century.

Interpretive Themes

Interpretive themes are often described as the key stories 
or concepts that visitors should understand after visiting 
a park—they define the most important ideas or concepts 
communicated to visitors about a park unit. Themes 
are derived from—and should reflect—park purpose, 
significance, resources, and values. The set of interpretive 
themes is complete when it provides the structure necessary 
for park staff to develop opportunities for visitors to explore 
and relate to all of the park significances and fundamental 
resources and values. 

• Preservation/Adaptive Reuse. Castle Clinton and 
surrounding Battery Park have continually been 
“reinvented” over the course of more than 200 years, each 
consecutive rethinking of the use of the area a reflection 
of changing societal needs, concerns, and attitudes, both 
nationally, and in the city of New York.

• Military Defense. Castle Clinton served as the last line 
of defense in a larger system of forts protecting New York 
Harbor, a port with immense strategic value, from attack by 
foreign naval forces. 

• Immigration. The creation of Castle Garden, the 
first official immigrant processing center in the nation, 
represented a country at a crossroads, signaling a change in 
American immigration policy, and in the ways through which 
immigrants became Americans. Castle Garden set more than 
8 million immigrants on the road to new lives in America. 

• Public Gathering Space. Serving symbolically as New 
York City’s front door and village green, Castle Clinton and 
the surrounding Battery Park have provided a setting for 
popular entertainment, a welcoming station for prominent 
visitors, and a staging ground for soldiers undertaking a 
variety of missions.



Description

Located at the southern tip of Manhattan Island, Castle Clinton 
stands where New York City began and represents not only 
the city’s growth, but the growth of a nation. Initially intended 
to prevent a British invasion in 1812, the fortification has 
transformed over the years to welcome theatergoers, immigrants, 
sightseers, and now, millions of visitors to New York Harbor.

Castle Clinton was one of four fortifications built within the 
New York Harbor to protect the city from British invasion. 
Designed by Lt. Col. Jonathan Williams, it was constructed on 
the rocks off the tip of Manhattan between 1808 and 1811 as 
a single-tiered, open casemated structure, almost circular in 
plan (about 26,000 square feet in area) and made of sandstone 
blocks. On March 27, 1812, General Joseph Bloomfield was 
appointed to the command of all the fortifications in New York 
City and harbor. He established his headquarters at Castle 
Clinton. The fortification was fully armed with 28 cannons, 
each with the ability to fire a 32-pound ball a distance of 1.5 
miles. The four forts in the harbor kept the British Navy at 
bay, and soldiers at Castle Clinton never had occasion to fire 
upon the enemy.

In 1823, the fort was deeded to New York City. The following 
summer a new restaurant and entertainment center opened 
at the site, renamed Castle Garden. A roof was added in the 
1840s, and Castle Garden served 
as an opera house and theater until 
1854. Many new inventions were 
demonstrated there, including the 
Morse telegraph, Colt revolving 
rifles, steam-powered fire engines, 
underwater electronic explosives, 
and the “centrifugal railway” or 
roller coaster.

On August 3, 1855, Castle Garden 
opened as an immigrant landing 
depot, managed by the State of 
New York. The creation of Castle 
Garden, the first official immigrant 
processing center, represented 
a country at a crossroads, 
signaling a change in American 
immigration policy, and in the 
ways through which immigrants 
became Americans.

During the next 34 years, over 8 million people entered the 
United States through Castle Garden. Two out of every three 
immigrants to the United States during this period passed 
through the Castle Garden. It closed on April 18, 1890.

With the federal government taking control of immigration 
and the opening of Ellis Island, Castle Garden’s time as an 
immigration center ended. The building was remodeled 
once again and reopened as the New York City Aquarium on 
December 10, 1896. The exotic fish and Beluga whale made 
the aquarium one of the city’s most popular attractions. More 
than 30,000 visitors visited the aquarium on opening day, and 
it averaged over 5,000 people per day. The New York City 
Aquarium moved in 1941.

Saved from demolition in 1946, Castle Clinton was restored 
to its original design by the National Park Service. The site 
reopened in 1975 as Castle Clinton National Monument. The 
facility is now used for two separate functions: as a historic 
site with its own interpretive focus and as a ticketing facility 
for the Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island ferry. 
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